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Abstract 
Although economic development has been a long standing tradition within policy 
agenda of municipalities, it has nevertheless undergone significant changes as a way of 
gaining competitiveness over the years. Since the 1990s, however, economic 
development has become a critical component on municipalities’ agenda, partly as a 
result of local municipal level conditions and partly due to global economic changes.  
The emerging dynamics are leading to a more rapidly evolving field of economic 
development. In view of the recent trends, many scholars of economic development have 
argued that municipalities will need to substantially reconfigure and change their 
approaches in order to gain a competitive edge, in an emerging globalized world. In line 
with the emerging debate, the objectives of this research were (i) to explore the 
perceptions of economic development practitioners on their recent approaches vis-à-vis 
the changing global economy; (ii) to ascertain the kinds of economic development 
strategies being pursued in the emerging global economy and (iii) to gauge the 
perceptions of economic development practitioners about critics’ rhetoric and their policy 
prescriptions. Using qualitative methods, in-depth interviews were conducted with 
practitioners (n=20) from various municipalities across Ontario and the data were 
analysed using key themes of participants. The results show that various municipalities 
are employing unique, albeit occasionally similar, approaches to ensure economic 
advancement. The findings call for the inclusion of perceptions of practitioners in 
economic development circles or rhetoric, as a key consideration for balanced and 
sustainable development in municipalities. 
Keywords: Economic Development, Global Economic Changes, New Economy, 
Competitiveness, Policies, New Approaches, Municipalities, Ontario 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION AND CHAPTER OUTLINE 
“[In the new economy] the goal for metropolitan areas must 
be to foster innovation and adaptation – in infrastructure, in 
institutions both public and private, and on the part of 
individuals. The consequences for any metro area that does 
not respond to this challenge are low productivity, stagnant 
living standards, and reduced opportunity for its citizens.”  
 
(The Progressive Policy Institute: The Metropolitan 
New Economy Index: Robert Atkinson & Paul 
Gottlieb, 2001, p. 35) 
 
“Cities that ignore competitiveness enhancement will be 
destined to a future of marginalisation and stagnation.”  
(Kresl & Singh, 2012, p. 240) 
1.1 Research Background 
During the past two decades, academics, commentators, and policy evaluators of 
various backgrounds have strongly urged economic development policy practitioners to 
adopt new models for economic development. The proponents of this ‘new approach’ 
argue that the old models, which depend on heavy industries and fixed factors, such as 
natural resources and  transport networks, are outmoded and unsuited for the emerging 
economy (Porter, 2000; Blakely, 2001; Glaeser & Mare, 2001; Rondenelli, 2001; Florida, 
2000, 2005). Policies relating to tax incentives and subsidies to induce manufacturing 
plants, in particular, have been severely criticized (Buss, 2001, Turner, 2003). Critics 
believe these forms of economic development are wasteful and do not have the desired 
effects in the long term. Among the earliest critics were Waits, Kaballey, & Heffernon, 
who, in their 1992 paper “Organizing for Economic Development: New Realities Call for 
New Rules”, stated that “new economic realities have rendered obsolete the old ways of 
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doing economic development” (p. 616). Since then, there has been a flurry of such 
statements, especially since the early 2000s. In his criticisms, Edward Blakely, a leading 
practitioner of urban policy, boldly claimed that “factories, despite all their past political 
appeal, are now environmental liabilities” (2001, p. 133).  Blakely further warned that 
economic development strategies, including tax incentives and subsidies, and place-based 
programs, such as empowerment zones, will only solve few problems and create many 
false expectations (2001, p. 139). The proponents caution that municipalities that fail to 
rethink and repackage their economic development policies risk decline, poverty, 
stagnation, outmigration, and inability to compete in the global economy (Kipfer & Keil, 
2002; Cooke & Leydesdorff, 2006).  
Why should economic development policy practitioners rethink their approach? 
Those who see the necessity for a different approach to economic development often base 
their arguments on the forces shaping the economies of urban areas (Rondinelli, Johnson, 
& Kasarda, 1998; Waits, 2000; Porter, 2003; Ross, 2009; Blakely & Leigh, 2010). The 
most frequently cited force is economic globalization-the growing interdependence of 
economies around the world-which results in extraordinary movement of factors of 
production across national and regional borders. Economic globalization is being driven 
by forces related to changing technology and rapid innovation. Other identified forces are 
the growing importance of knowledge-based industries and an unprecedented use of 
information technology. These forces have resulted in an unprecedented structural shift in 
economies, which Atkinson & Correa (2007, p. 3) believed is “equivalent in scope to and 
depth to the emergence of the factory economy in the 1890s and the mass production, 
corporate economy in the 1940s and 1950s.”  
3 
 
 
 
Against the backdrop of the significant changes in the global economy, supporters 
of the ‘new approach’ to economic development have urged municipalities to restructure 
their economic environments to be more competitive and also to enhance their economic 
base. For instance, Rondinelli & Burpitt (2000) argued that cities will continue to face 
challenges in their efforts to gain competitiveness and economic development unless new 
ways of growing their economies are devised. Similarly, Waits (2000, p. 36) noted that  
Communities that hold onto the old view of competition and focus the lion’s share 
of their resources on a low-cost formula that buys a competitive edge are likely to 
lose the economic development game in the future. On the other hand, 
communities that recognize that competitive advantage has taken on a new 
meaning and deploy their resources accordingly can expect to be winners in the 
global economy. 
 
 Arguing along the same line, Leslie & Rantisi, (2012, p. 549) observed that 
“knowledge and creativity replace traditional factors of material production such as 
access to cheap land, natural resource endowment or abundant labour supply as key 
inputs. It is no longer the physical resources you have that matters but what you know.”  
Overall, the message propagated by supporters of a ‘new approach’ to economic 
development is straightforward: local communities that do not adopt new, innovative 
policies will perish, or, as the urban theorist Richard Florida warned, “they will go the 
way of Detroit” (as cited in Dreher, 2002, p. 1).  
The ‘new approach’ enthusiasts have not only argued for the need for change but 
also prescribed practical policies of urban economic development. Richard Florida 
arguably has been the leading voice for the policy recommendations over the last ten 
years or so. Florida and his followers have consistently admonished urban policymakers, 
including practitioners of economic development, to invest in high-technology industry, 
engineering, neo-artisanal manufacturing, and entertainment, as well as to pursue 
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aggressive policies to develop amenities that will attract a young, highly talented 
‘creative class’ that “engages in complex problem solving” (Florida, 2000; 2002a, 2002b; 
Florida & Mellander, 2007; Martin & Florida, 2009; Florida, Stolarick, & Mellander, 
2010). Thus, a key recommendation of the ‘Floridian School of Thought’ is that policy 
makers for cities and regions should adopt policies that enhance quality-of-place 
characteristics to attract and retain the creative class and to promote economic 
development (Florida, 2003; see also Donald & Morrow, 2003; Gertler, 2004; Wolfe & 
Gertler, 2004; Rantisi & Leslie, 2006; Scott, 2006). The assumption is that because such 
models of economic development do not depend on the traditional fixed factors of 
production (e.g., land, natural resources) any local community can potentially become a 
vibrant as well as a creative place. Although the ‘Floridian model’ has attracted some 
criticisms, it has made tremendous strides in policy circles. In his observation, Peck 
(2005, p. 740) noted that the creative class model “has proved to be a hugely seductive 
one for civic leaders around the world.”   
Others, such as Harvard Business School professor Michael Porter and his 
associates, have also made a strong case for a new approach to understand and create 
economic success in a new economy (Porter, 1990, 2000, 2008; Morgan, 1997; Capello, 
1999; Storper & Venables, 2004). In their policy prescriptions, they admonished 
practitioners to de-emphasize policies on individual companies or single large industries. 
Instead, they urged cities to initiate policies to promote regional clusters of related firms 
because such an approach has the greatest potential to engender innovation and to 
transform this innovation into economic prosperity (e.g., jobs, income, and export 
growth). Other frequently prescribed policy approaches center around the importance of 
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cities and towns engaging in collaborative approaches to problem solving, rather than 
competition (McGuire, 2000; Wolfson & Frisken, 2000; Gordon, 2009), the need for 
cities to forge long-term economic development strategies with counterparts across the 
world (Blakely, 2001), and the significance of developing knowledge as the key resource 
for economic expansion (Ross, 2009; Leslie & Rantisi, 2012). In his policy prescription 
for cities Rondinelli (2001, p. 18) argued that 
The most dynamic and competitive metropolitan areas are likely to be 
those that support competent and well-trained labour force, offer modern 
and efficient infrastructure and superior telecommunications linkages, 
provide an attractive quality of life, and promote the innovation, creativity, 
and flexibility in public and private institutions that will allow local 
economies to restructure and adapt to rapidly changing international 
conditions.   
1.2 Statement of Research Problem and Objectives 
Most of the rhetoric about global changes and the need for new approaches to 
promoting economic development and ensuring competitiveness has come from 
academics, commentators, and policy evaluators. Similarly, policy prescriptions have 
come from these people. Little or nothing is known about how practitioners of economic 
development think about the emerging global economy and the suggestion for policy re-
direction. As a result, several questions remain unanswered, including the following: (1) 
Has the field of economic development changed over the years? (2) What do practitioners 
think about the global changes and suggestions to restructure policies from ‘old’ to ‘new’ 
models? Do they agree or not? (3) Have recent economic development policies been 
restructured to fit the global economic changes? If yes, how and to what extent do they fit 
global economic changes? Do these new policies have the markings of a watershed? (4) 
In what ways do the actual approaches to economic development reflect the current 
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thinking of the new economy? To answer these questions, the present research is based 
on the following objectives: 
1. To explore the perceptions of economic development practitioners about their 
recent approaches vis-à-vis the changing global economy; 
2. To ascertain the kinds of economic development strategies being pursued in the 
emerging global economy; and 
3. To gauge the perceptions of economic development practitioners about the critics’ 
rhetoric and their policy prescriptions. 
This thesis is situated squarely within the observation of global changes and the 
need for a sea change in economic development policies to align with emerging global 
trends. It explores the extent to which the economic development field has changed, and 
whether and how policies have been restructured to deal with emerging features of the 
global economy. The research is based on extensive interviews with twenty (n=20) 
economic development practitioners in Ontario, Canada. The perceptions of persons 
tasked to initiate and implement economic development programs are critical. Within 
such a context, this thesis takes an important step to address the limitations in the 
literature.  
1.3 Outline of the Thesis  
This thesis comprises four additional chapters. Chapter 2 provides a theoretical 
framework that underpins this research. Chapter 2 focuses on an overview of economic 
development, as well as the definitions and goals of economic development over the 
years. The chapter also touches on traditional economic development theories and how 
those theories have influenced the pursuit of economic development and its policies. 
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Furthermore, this study provides an account of how traditional theories have been applied 
to ensure advancement and economic development of municipalities. In addition, 
criticisms of traditional theories are briefly discussed in this chapter. This chapter also 
examines global economic changes and their influence on municipalities, the justification 
for new approaches to economic development, and, more importantly, how the new 
economy can lead to competitive positioning of municipalities for development. The 
chapter concludes by focusing on municipalities in Ontario as case studies, providing not 
only an overview of the economy but also an institutional context of economic 
development as well as the prevailing literature on economic development in the 
province.  
Chapter 3 describes the research design and methods that will be employed for the 
collection and analysis of data. More specifically, this chapter outlines the methodology, 
which involves the use of in-depth interviews, for gathering and analyzing data. In line 
with the purpose of the study, this chapter provides a rationale for the use of in-depth 
interviews rather than other qualitative or quantitative research methods. Also, this 
chapter provides the processes and the software packages (NVIVO) used for data 
analyses, thus ensuring accuracy is maintained and promoted throughout the study 
process.  
The findings of the study are presented in Chapter 4. The findings are based on 
emerging themes from the in-depth interviews. These emerging themes essentially focus 
on economic development as a changing field, initiatives employed by various 
municipalities to ensure development and a comparison between the rhetoric of scholars 
8 
 
 
 
and the views of practitioners. This chapter concludes by discussing how competitiveness 
and economic development could be pursued in the various municipalities across Ontario.  
Chapter 5 provides a context within which the findings of this research are 
compared with the current literature on the pursuit of competitiveness and economic 
development in various municipalities. As a result of a rich comparison between the 
perceptions of the local officials and various studies on economic development it is 
anticipated this study will have policy impact as well as a significant contribution to both 
Canadian and international scholarship on how competitive edge and economic 
development for various municipalities could be ensured, sustained, and further 
promoted. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Introduction  
Although economic development has traditionally been an important item on the 
policy agenda of municipalities, it has become even more critical in recent years due to 
global economic changes. As a result of the evolving economic landscape, the field of 
economic development has attracted a host of studies over the years, covering a wide 
range of issues. These studies have focused on what cities are doing and can do to foster 
economic development and vitality (e.g., Rondinelli, 1998; Wolfson & Frisken, 2000; 
Florida, 2002; Wolf & Gertler, 2004; Donald, 2005; Blakely & Leigh, 2010; Bradford, 
2010; Arku, 2012a, 2012b; Reese & Ye, 2011; Leslie & Rantisi, 2012). This chapter 
reviews the key theories of economic development, as well as themes in empirical 
studies. The chapter is divided into three sections. The chapter first provides an overview 
of the definitions of economic development. This overview is followed by a summary of 
key theories that underpin economic development as well as a call for new approaches. 
The third section of the chapter examines municipalities in Ontario as case studies, with 
emphasis placed on an overview of the economy, the institutional context of economic 
development, and the literature on economic development in Ontario. Finally, the 
conclusion summarizes identified gaps and explains how this research is contextually 
situated.   
2.2 Definitions and Goals of Economic Development 
The definition of economic development has changed over the years to reflect key 
trends and processes operating at various geographic scales. Early definitions centered on 
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job and wealth creation, as economic development was seen as ‘numbers game’ and its 
success was equated with the number of jobs created (Gordon, 2009). For instance, 
Bowman (1988, p. 3) defined economic development as “a city’s policy actions aimed at 
creating jobs and increasing capital investment in the jurisdiction.” Along the same line, 
the American Economic Development Council (1984, p. 18) conceptualized economic 
development as 
The process of creating wealth through the mobilization of human, 
financial, capital, physical and natural resources to generate marketable 
goods and services. The economic developer’s role is to influence the 
process for the benefit of the community through expanding job 
opportunities and the tax base. 
 
Increasing jobs and creating wealth are fundamental to economic development for 
various reasons. First, jobs provide a source of livelihood and security for local residents 
(Forrant, 2012; Rejda, 2012). Second, jobs and businesses are crucial sources of tax 
revenues for municipalities; municipalities heavily rely on tax revenues to provide 
services (Lee, 2011; Forrant, 2012). Third, economic development practitioners are 
frequently charged with finding ‘quick fix’ solutions to such economic problems as rising 
unemployment (Malizia & Feser, 1999; Gordon, 2009). Fourth, the challenge of finding 
‘quick fix’ solutions is further aggravated by time scales within which political figures try 
to produce results during their terms of office in order to seek re-election from the local 
populace. The huge benefits in terms of employment and taxes associated with the 
attraction of large corporations seem to be politically irresistible (Herzik, 1991; Teitz, 
1994; Beyle, 1996). Thus, the undue emphasis on creating wealth and increasing the tax 
base is not surprising. 
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Indeed, this emphasis shaped practical economic development policy-making 
until the mid-1980s-generally referred to as the first and second waves of economic 
development. The first wave, lasting from the 1930s until about the 1960s, was 
dominated by efforts to attract footloose industries, in what is generally referred to as the 
‘smokestack chasing’ period (Eisinger, 1995; Bradshaw & Blakely, 1999;  Olberding, 
2002). Typical policies of this period included tax reductions, subsidized land and 
facilities, and competitive industrial recruitment programs. During this period, firms were 
frequently recruited based on the number of jobs they could generate, irrespective of 
wages (Rubin, 1988; Blakely & Leigh, 2010). In the second wave, during the 1970s and 
1980s, efforts were directed at retaining and expanding existing businesses (Eisinger, 
1988; Bradshaw & Blakely, 1999). During this wave, government efforts were 
channelled towards the provision of infrastructure, with assistance given to small-scale 
businesses. The first and second waves of economic development were both 
fundamentally characterized by the need to create more jobs and generate more wealth 
for municipalities. As Teitz (1994) argued, traditional economic development is 
fundamentally about promotional activity controlled by local organizations, with a focus 
on attracting capital investment, such as large corporations that had large employment 
opportunities.  
The excessive focus on wealth and job creation meant that economic development 
was often equated with economic growth. However, the two are not necessarily the same. 
Malizia & Freser (1999, p. 248) argued that “although economic growth and economic 
development are related processes, development is more fundamental. Economic 
development leads to sustained competitiveness; economic growth results from 
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competitiveness.” Thus, it can be argued that economic development embodies economic 
growth but that not all economic growth leads to economic development. Indeed, Blakely 
& Leigh (2010, p. 74) warned that “the blind pursuit of economic growth can destroy the 
foundation for economic development.” In an earlier study, Keating (1993) similarly 
contended that although economic growth is typically associated with temporary 
approaches, it is economic development that provides a bigger framework in which all 
types of policies and initiatives can be pursued. Economic growth is narrowly associated 
with temporary competitiveness of municipalities because it does not necessarily lead to 
efficient use of resources for a sustained economic advantage. Contrary to the economic 
growth strategies, economic development entails a holistic approach to development, 
hence leading to a sustained economic advantage as a result of the efficient use of 
municipal resources.  
In recent years, the definition of economic development has broadened to 
incorporate other issues. In part, this broadened definition is due to the narrow 
conceptualization around issues of wealth and growth. As well, it is due to the evolving 
field of economic development and to specific circumstances, most notably increasing 
global concerns for sustainable use of resources since the mid-1980s. Specifically, issues 
of community participation in decision-making, partnerships, reduction in inequality, and 
sustainable resource use have been incorporated in recent definitions of economic 
development. For instance, in their conceptualization, Blakely & Leigh (2010, p. 75) 
argued that economic development  
…is achieved when a community’s standard of living can be preserved 
and increased through a process of human and physical development that 
is based on principles of equity and sustainability.  
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The reduction of social and income inequalities not only ensure equity among 
diverse groups of the society but also ensure that there is equity in the allocation and use 
of resources for both current and future generations. To ensure equitable economic 
development, Blakely & Leigh (2010, p. 97) argued that “the goal of economic 
development is to enhance the value of people and places”. The maximization of value 
for both people and places in an equitable way has the potential of ensuring sustainable 
economic development in municipalities and regions. 
Taking the definition a step further, Shaffer, Deller, & Macouiler (2006, p. 61) 
also suggested that economic development is achieved 
when people in a community analyze the economic conditions of that 
community, determine its economic needs and unfulfilled opportunities, 
decide what can and should be done to improve the economic conditions 
in that community, and then move to achieve agreed-upon economic goals 
and objectives.  
 
      Like the earlier definition, this new conceptualization of economic development is 
the driver of recent policies, or what is referred to as the third wave of economic 
development. In this wave, emphasis is on human capital and quality-of-life enhancement 
strategies, as well as on institutional building (Clarke & Saiz, 1996; Reese & Ye, 2011). 
A major objective of this phase is “to find new institutional and organizational 
arrangements with sufficient scope, responsiveness, and flexibility to provide the 
foundation for economic development” (Clarke & Saiz, 1996, p. 543).    
2.3 Traditional Theories of Economic Development: An Overview 
There is no single theory that adequately explains the underlying rationale of 
regional or local economic development. What exist is a wide range of theories that have 
been borrowed from various social science disciplines, such as geography, economics, 
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and planning. Because economic development has typically been associated with job and 
wealth creation, traditional economic development theories have focused on explaining 
the conditions necessary to achieve job and wealth creation, of which the provision of 
infrastructure, the relative importance of the market, and the availability of key physical 
resources have been strongly emphasized. The common assumption has always been that 
the creation of an enabling environment for businesses to flourish will translate into the 
generation of jobs and wealth. This is because business activities under the traditional 
economic development theories are considered capable of generating jobs and are seen as 
sources of wealth creation for various municipalities through a variety of tax incentive 
programs.  
Although a wide variety of traditional economic development theories exist to 
explain the underlying rationale for economic development, this thesis provides an 
overview of only selected relevant theories, namely (1) location theory, (2) economic 
base theory, (3) neoclassical growth theory, and (4) growth pole.  
Location theory is traced to the traditional economic development paradigm of 
profit maximization through simple transportation cost minimization (Blair & Premus, 
1987). Location theory examines how profit-maximizing firms select a location in space 
that could lead to competitiveness of localities (Blakely & Leigh, 2010).  Within this 
framework, the best locations are seen as those that combine the lowest cost of (1) 
transporting raw materials to the plant, and (2) transporting the output to the market. The 
location theory asserts that localities will be competitive and prosper if they have such a 
transportation advantage. Over the years, such location advantages have been extended 
beyond transportation factors to include such factors as proximity to market, labour force, 
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natural resources, institutional resources, communication, and cost of energy (Auty, 
2001; Blakely & Leigh, 2010; Reese & Ye, 2011). For instance, in terms of market, the 
assumption is that if there is equal access to the market, then intermediate supplies and/or 
labour serve as the factors that influence the location of production processes to 
maximize profit for firms (Boyer & Smith, 2001). Likewise, proximity to natural 
resources is deemed critical because they “have the potential to provide a significant 
comparative advantage relative to other economic sectors by virtue of generating 
resources rent” (Gunton, 2003, p. 67). Equally, availability of institutional resources, 
such as educational and training facilities (e.g., universities and medical facilities), has 
the potential to determine a locality’s competitiveness and prosperity, especially in the 
emerging economy (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Porter, 2000).  
Economic base theory concentrates on both the basic (export) and non-basic 
(local) sectors of the economy to ensure economic development (Malizia & Feser, 1999). 
It asserts that a community’s economic development is determined by demand for its 
goods, services, and products from the external market (Blakely & Leigh, 2010). It 
assumes that the greater the demand generated from the external markets, the more jobs 
and wealth that will be created in the local economy. Furthermore, through the 
concentrated location of export and local industries in particular places with increased 
interaction, economies of scale are argued to be enjoyed by industries, thus bringing 
about incremental benefits to the local economy (Blakely & Leigh, 2010).  
Thus, strategies of the economic base theory place strong emphasis on recruiting 
and providing aid to firms that have a national or an international orientation (Blakely & 
Leigh, 2010). Recruiting and incentivising firms with national and international 
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orientation are assumed to generate communities’ competitiveness because such firms are 
able to serve external demands, resulting in a spiral effect of benefits and, ultimately, 
economic development. Economic development under economic base theory is measured 
through the rate of growth in output, relative income, or employment, with regional 
economic methods frequently used to test the impact of export industries on the local 
economy (Malizia & Feser, 1999). 
Neoclassical theories represent a significant concentration on the sectors or 
regions of the economy that constitute the macro economy (Malizia & Feser, 1999). 
Neoclassical economic development theory is concerned with the maximization of value 
for firms and workers. To maximize value for firms and workers, this theory focuses on 
relative prices and the optimum allocation of resources (Boyer & Smith, 2001). 
Neoclassical theory opposes government intervention in the economy, with the argument 
that an uninterrupted free market system is the best means of inducing rapid and 
successful development. Neoclassical theory also opposes the promotion of community 
interest, not only because the theory is incapable of addressing such concerns but also 
because the theory fails to account for competitive and non-competitive areas of 
municipalities or regions (Blakely & Leigh, 2010). By relying on the free market system, 
Malizia & Feser (1999) argued, economic development is achieved through two broad 
frameworks. First, economic development is achieved through a meaningful rate of 
saving that supports maximum investment and adequate capital accumulation. Second, 
economic development could be achieved through lucrative returns on investment and 
improved wage rates. The recent wave of deregulation of the banking sector and 
community services, for example, is argued to originate from the neoclassical theory 
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(Malizia & Feser, 1999). Despite the increasing challenges, the neoclassical theory has 
remained a popular theory for ensuring economic development because lower wages and 
low costs are asserted to be sufficient conditions for job creation (Blakely & Leigh, 
2010). 
Finally, the growth pole model is characterized by a high degree of concentration 
of industries, rational consumers, strong incremental benefits and spatial inequality 
through input linkages, an advanced level of technology, and managerial expertise 
(Plumer & Taylor, 2001). This model maintains that economic development and, more 
specifically, structural changes occur through the growth and expansion of viable 
industries in economic hubs (Malizia & Feser, 1999). They occur because increased 
interactions among industries in economic hubs result in high levels of sophistication 
and, consequently, a spread-effect and economic development of entire community. Also, 
the growth pole model emphasizes the role of accrued business profits over time to 
stimulate further production and growth of municipalities (Thomas, 1975). The accrued 
business profits, which are indicative of competitive growth pole industries, can ensure 
economic development not only in growth pole regions but also in regions without 
growth poles through the diffusion of economic benefits. As a result, theorists who 
support growth pole models emphasize the promotion of growth pole industries because 
they believe that the advancement of growth pole industries will have a spiral effect on 
the local economy.  
2.4 Traditional Theories in Practice 
For many years, the traditional economic development theories have influenced 
practical policy making at various geographic scales. For instance, models of community 
18 
 
 
 
attraction are based on location models. Under the attraction model, communities are 
typically viewed as products and are often ‘packaged’ and displayed accordingly 
(Blakely & Leigh, 2010). Thus, in practice, communities frequently formulate economic 
development policies to make their environments conducive and competitive to attract 
firms, investors, migrants, entrepreneurs, and others. The typical tools used to ‘package’ 
municipalities are tax incentives and subsidy programs (Hanson, 1993; Leicht & Jenkins, 
1994; Loveridge, 1996; Buss, 2001). In the US, for example, hundreds of millions of 
public dollars are spent by localities on a variety of tax incentives and spending programs 
to recruit businesses (Schweke, 2000). Such policy programs tend to assume that new 
businesses will generate sufficient taxes and increased wealth to compensate any 
financial incentives given to prospective investors. Rising social costs and the increasing 
mobility of businesses over the years is compelling many communities, especially in the 
US, to tie incentives and subsidy packages offered to businesses to various conditions as 
a way of offsetting the social costs of such incentives and subsidies (Blakely & Leigh, 
2010).  
Economic base theory has largely been used for industrial recruitment, promotion, 
expansion, and diversification and for the establishment of local industries (Blakely & 
Leigh, 2010).  Outflow of capital, for example, has long been argued to be minimized 
through the emergence of local industries that can produce goods and services needed 
locally (Mier & Fitzgerald, 1991). Through the production of goods and services needed 
locally, a good capital reserve is potentially acquired and competitiveness is improved by 
preventing the outflow of capital to foreign companies.  
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Under the economic base theory, economic development is argued to be achieved 
through the provision of infrastructural development. The provision of infrastructure is 
aimed at creating an enabling business environment within communities for export sector 
industries to flourish and bring about incremental benefits. Further, economic base theory 
helps in understanding how local economies grow or decline, as well as how proactive 
industry targeting for economic growth, development, and stability can be achieved 
(Blakely & Leigh, 2010). Also, the economic base theory provides a rational explanation 
of locality’s structural arrangements, including basic and non-basic sectors, and how 
these structural arrangements operate within a community. More specifically, economic 
base theory helps in promoting understanding of how the various sectors interact within 
municipalities to bring about economic development. Rather than ensuring equitable 
economic development, in which all economies within a municipality or a region tend to 
gain, it is argued that some economies, particularly the more economically active 
economies, stand to benefit more than other places or municipalities that are less 
endowed economically (Blair, 1995). 
Growth pole theory is primarily concerned with supply-side strategies through 
which governments provide infrastructure and an enabling environment to attract 
business investments. In this regard, growth pole theory serves as a growth center 
strategy for policy makers in which industries are the basic units of analyses. 
Deregulation is highly needed, and governments are encouraged to promote free trade 
and economic integration. The growth pole model is typically targeted at mid-sized 
municipalities that have the potential to grow through the initiation and diffusion of 
benefits from economically active places to economically weak cities or municipalities 
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(Boyer & Smith, 2001). Growth pole models contribute significantly to the understanding 
of structural changes through their ability to examine the growth or decline of 
economically viable industries (Thomas, 1975; Malizia & Feser, 1999). 
The application of neoclassical theories for economic development is seen in the 
promotion of global linkages through free trade and accelerated economic integration 
around the world (Blakely & Leigh, 2010). This model promotes the economic 
development of municipalities by appropriating various opportunities that are made 
available as a result of the global linkages that are created. Under the neoclassical growth 
model, economic development approaches are geared towards the promotion of dominant 
industries that can take advantage of opportunities to ensure competitive development of 
municipalities. This model requires the provision of an enabling business environment as 
a way of equipping industries to bring about economic development of municipalities.   
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Table 2.1 Summary of Traditional Theories of Economic Development and Practice 
Traditional 
Theory 
Description Theory in Practice 
Economic 
Base 
Theory 
Theory focuses on export-based industries. 
Specialization and efficiency of export-
based industries lead to economic growth. 
Geographical concentration is an 
advantage but is not essential. 
Used in determining the 
type of infrastructure to be 
provided and the type of 
export-based industries to 
be attracted for the 
economic development of 
municipalities  
Location 
Theory 
Theory focuses on profit maximization 
through the minimization of transport 
costs. 
Theory assumes that firms will locate at 
points where profits can be maximized. 
Location advantages of municipalities help 
in attracting businesses.  
When there is equal access to the market, 
then intermediate factors, including labour 
costs, influence the location of firms. 
Used in identifying suitable 
locations to be promoted 
that will attract business 
firms 
Helps in identifying types 
of infrastructural provisions 
that are necessary for the 
promotion of suitable 
locations 
Neoclassical 
Theory 
Theory focuses on the sectors or the 
regions of the macro economy. 
Theory is concerned with optimum 
resource allocation to achieve maximized 
value. 
Theory assumes a free market system is 
capable of delivering economic 
development. 
Governments should tolerate inequality 
and spatial dualism. 
Used in creating 
opportunities for more trade 
and economic development 
through promotion of free 
trade and economic 
integration 
  
Growth 
Pole Theory 
Theory focuses on the development of 
growth pole regions. 
Geographical concentration of growth pole 
industries is essential. 
Increased interaction within and among 
growth pole industries leads to economic 
development. 
Economic development is ensured through 
a spread effect. 
Used to establish growth 
pole regions 
Used to attract industries to 
growth pole regions or 
sectors for the economic 
development of 
municipalities  
 
2.4.1 Criticisms of Traditional Theories of Economic Development  
Although traditional theories of economic development have influenced practice, 
they have attracted considerable criticisms over the years, particularly in recent years. 
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Scholars, including Starber (1996) and Hudson (1999), argue that traditional economic 
development theories draw on limited supporting evidence and, as a result, frequently 
ignore very crucial issues of dominant capitalist economies. More specifically, Taylor 
(1999) argued that these theories only focus on less substantive elements of the capitalist 
system, such as consumer-producer relationships and, as a result, they frequently fail to 
account for core tenets of the capitalist system, such as the influential power of 
businesses. For instance, although neoclassical economic theory focuses on 
competitiveness of firms and their spill-over effects, it nevertheless also exposes, rather 
than protects, incompetent or weak firms to fierce global competition (Bovaird, 1992). 
Blair (1995, p. 170), on the other hand, has issue with excessive focus on economic 
growth by arguing that such an approach “should not mask the fact that there are often 
some groups that will benefit from growth more than others.”  
Similarly, other traditional economic development theories have been criticized 
for focusing exclusively on growth generation, neglecting sustainable economic 
development of resources and municipalities. A typical example is the growth pole 
theory, which promotes the pursuit of economic growth to the detriment of equitable 
economic development. As Blakely & Leigh (2010) argued, growth pole models, in spite 
of their ability to ensure economic growth through the creation of job opportunities, 
nevertheless perpetuate social and income inequality, thereby making their application 
spatially limited. 
Traditional economic development theories are also dependent on the provision of 
incentives and subsidies to compete for economic development. While proponents of 
incentives argue that incentives could bring about economic development, these 
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incentives have, nevertheless, been found to be ineffective, inefficient, and detrimental to 
municipalities (Reese & Malmer, 1994; Loveridge, 1996; Markusen, 1996; Buss, 2001). 
The use of incentives to stimulate the attraction and retention of businesses is associated 
with social costs that are increasingly hard to offset or leverage, and this is because 
businesses are rapidly becoming mobile and are always in search of incentives; hence, 
they will go where more incentives are offered. More specifically, such attraction models 
of using incentives to attract businesses tend to put business enterprises in advantageous 
positions to minimize their production costs through the mobility of capital and other 
production factors, such as machines and technology, to places where the production 
costs are relatively low. Such public spending takes the place of other competing social 
services.  
Finally, economic base theory has been criticized for excessive focus on 
satisfying external, rather than internal, demand. By doing so, it ignores internal 
opportunities that can generate jobs and wealth for the local residents. Blakely & Leigh 
(2010, p. 83) argued that “overzealous application of the economic base model can lead 
to a skewed economy almost entirely dependent upon external, global, or national market 
forces.” As a result of these limitations, critics have called for a sea change in approaches 
to economic development, as discussed in section 2.6 below.  
2.5  Global Economic Changes: Challenges and Opportunities for Cities  
Along with the limitations noted in sections 2.4.1, the call for new models of 
economic development has been further reinforced by extraordinary changes in the 
economic, political, and social realities of cities over the last two to three decades. 
Indeed, cities of all sizes are facing global realities, such as trade liberalization, global 
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economic restructuring (deindustrialization), rapid technological changes and 
innovations, immigration flows, growing income, and social polarization. While some of 
the global changes have posed paradoxical challenges for cities, others have presented 
cities with new prospects for rapid economic development and creative policies. Wolfe & 
Gertler (2001, p. 576) noted that “the current period of growth in thus characterized by a 
paradoxical consequence of globalization in which the ever greater integration of national 
and regional economies into the global one accentuates, rather than minimizes, the 
significance of the local context for innovative activities.”  
To start with, recent global changes suggest that economies at all levels of 
geographic scale are increasingly shaped more by global forces than by local forces 
(Beck, 2000; Filion & Bunting, 2006). More than ever before, small, medium, and large 
cities alike are now compelled to compete within the larger global economy and to attract 
mobile capital in order to sustain their economies (Hall, 2010; Bourne, Hutton, Shearmur, 
& Simmons, 2011). Increasing competition from unexpected low-cost countries and 
regions has made cities in advanced countries more vulnerable to fiscal decline. 
Specifically, the forces of technological changes, the growth of multinational 
corporations, and the persistent fall of international trade barriers due to globalization 
have permitted the separation of production and investment units, especially in 
manufacturing, and have allowed capital to take advantage of global differentials in 
labour costs (Wolfson & Frisken, 2000). This has allowed the movement of labour-
intensive manufacturing activities, not only from industrialized to developing countries 
but also from central to peripheral locations. Such movement has hurt some cities and 
benefited others. Cities that have been adversely affected by the process of 
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deindustrialization have experienced and continue to experience growing incidences of 
new forms of poverty and exclusion, rising unemployment, and increasing socio-
economic and functional fragmentation of their areas (Morin & Hanley, 2004; Hutton, 
2010; Polese & Simmons, 2011). While residents in such cities have experienced 
persistent losses of jobs and incomes, the cities themselves, are experiencing declines in 
revenues that are vital for maintaining services.  
However, the process of deindustrialization suggests that municipalities are also 
presented with a new opportunity to diversify their economies in order to ensure 
economic development and competitiveness. For some municipalities, the decline of 
manufacturing has already brought about growing job opportunities in the service sector, 
and those cities that have diversified their economies are the ones that have been able to 
significantly weather the adverse impact of deindustrialization (Rondinelli & Burpitt, 
2000). 
Along with the trends of global competition and deindustrialization, world trade 
has become a crucial source of economic growth for most market economies. The value 
of world merchandise exports increased significantly from 3.5% in 2005 to about 14% in 
2010. Similarly, world exports of commercial services grew by 9% in 2010 alone, 
reaching US$ 3,695 billion, and this growth has been stimulated by buoyant economic 
activity emerging from India and China (WTO, 2011). Growth in world trade has also 
been facilitated by the creation of supra-national organizations (e.g., European Union) 
and the creation of several regional trading agreements, such as the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA). In Canada, an increased level of international trading 
agreements, in general, and NAFTA, in particular, is firmly integrating Canadian 
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metropolitan regions with the US economy and global economy, as a whole (Wolfe & 
Gertler, 2001; Bourne & Simmons, 2003; Simmons & McCann, 2006 ). Indeed, the 
weight of Canadian exports has doubled from 20% to about 40% of GDP since the early 
1970s (Polese & Simmons, 2011).  
Like other forces, the growth in world trade creates new opportunities for regions 
and localities, yet it also creates new challenges for them. Geographical areas that are 
competitive in international trade can accelerate their economic prosperity and 
development because exports generate employment and increase productivity (Rondinelli 
et al., 1998). Apart from the geographical disparity, not all economic sectors are equally 
competitive. Most growth in trade has occurred in limited productive sectors of the 
economy, most notably energy, biotechnology, communications, automotive, and 
transportation equipment (Bourne & Simmons, 2003). Thus, regions and municipalities 
that have strength in these sectors are able to compete effectively in world markets, and 
those that do not may face complex challenge of how to enhance growth and maintain 
competitiveness.  
Technological changes are also a major driver of global economic restructuring. 
Information communication technology (ICT) has not only contributed immensely to 
trade investment but has also enabled municipalities to gain competitiveness through 
efficient resource utilization. Technology developments is increasingly incorporated into 
new production techniques (e.g., just-in-time and agile systems), products, 
communication, transportation, and new energy sources, and this significantly contributes 
to the creation and sustenance of global markets in many municipalities (Rondinelli et al., 
1998). Globalization and technology will continue to shape economies in the 21st 
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century, and technology has particularly been observed to be promoting ‘one-stop 
shopping’ by integrating all the stages of exchange, from product research to trade 
settlement, clearing, risk management, financing, and logistics (Rondinelli et al., 1998).  
Economic integration has gone hand in hand with neo-liberal economic and social 
policy at all levels of government (Jean-Marc, Hammel, Morin & Shragge 2009). 
Broadly speaking, neo-liberalism supports economic liberalizations, free trade, and open 
markets. Specific elements include ‘rolling back’ of the welfare state programs, cuts to 
incomes taxes for corporations and individuals, shifts in social policy away from 
universal to targeted social programs, support for financing economic development and 
fiscal policy, privatization of state assets and services, and demands on public service 
agencies to adopt business management models, among others (Harvey, 1989, 2007; Peck 
& Tickell, 2002; Peck, 2004, 2008). The jury on the effects of neo-liberal policies is still 
undecided. Some scholars argue that neo-liberalism has led to an improvement in the 
general conditions for capital accumulation, yet working class and poor individuals are 
still substantially neglected through the institution of various economic restructuring 
frameworks, such as workfare programmes (Keil, 2002). Harvey (2007, p. 3) contended 
that “neo-liberalism is a project to restore class dominance to sectors that saw their 
fortunes threatened by the accent of social democratic endeavours in the aftermath of the 
second world war.” For Canadian municipalities, their ‘new’ responsibility for service 
delivery and revenue collection meant these municipalities were compelled to adopt neo-
liberal reforms and more entrepreneurial approaches (Clark, 2002; Keil, 2002; Kipfer & 
Keil, 2002; Keil & Kipfer, 2003; Bourdreau, Hamel, Jouve, & Keil, 2007; Miller, 2007). 
Additionally, the ‘roll-backs’ to welfare state program and social benefits have 
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simultaneously increased vulnerable, low-income households’ risk of economic shocks 
and produced new low-income households (Yalnizyan, 1998; Clark, 2002; Pulkingham & 
Ternowetsky, 2006).  
Neo-liberalism, along with economic restructuring of urban economies, as 
outlined above, is producing new patterns of poverty and social inequality (Walks, 2001, 
2011). On the one hand, economic restructuring has led to the creation of a highly skilled 
professional labour force while on the other hand, it has led to the emergence of a large 
pool of de-skilled service sector jobs filled by marginalized members of the population. 
For instance, it is estimated that 38% of all census tracts within the Toronto region have 
low-income rates above 20% (Walks, 2011). In part, this growing level of poverty and 
income inequality within the Toronto region and, to a large extent, Ontario is attributed to 
differential earnings between CEOs and non-CEOs, migrant and non-migrant 
populations, rising costs of housing, loss of manufacturing jobs, dislocation of welfare 
policies, and provincial and federal budgetary cuts for various social intervention 
programmes and projects. Thus, across the Canadian urban landscape and elsewhere, 
there is evidence of rising social tension, deteriorating infrastructure, increasingly 
insecure and precarious work, and a declining standard of living for low-income groups, 
especially new immigrants and visible minorities (Galabuzi, 2006; Vojnovic, 2006; 
Walks, 2011).   
2.6 The Call for New Approaches to Economic Development  
As a result of the limitations of traditional economic theories (section 2.4.1) and 
the global changes outlined in section 2.5, scholars and policy evaluators have called on 
practitioners to adopt new approaches to economic development. Equally, critics have 
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also implored practitioners to emphasize new sectors of the economy. Such new 
approaches and sectors, supporters argue, should take advantage of the new opportunities 
presented by the global changes, as well as deal with the challenges associated with the 
emerging economic environment. Blakely (2001, p. 138) argued that “in this new 
environment, the role of government with respect to economic development has to be 
totally rethought.” Blakely further argued that because economic activity is now very 
mobile, governments must at the same time develop tools and approaches to promote and 
stimulate economic outcomes.  
What, then, are these new tools, strategies, and economic sectors? A range of 
them have been suggested by various writers (Table 2.2). To start with, scholars have 
called on governments to become planners of, and not reactors to, new opportunities for 
localities (Blakely, 2001, p. 138). This new expectation implies that governments at all 
levels, but particularly local governments, will need to have a strong knowledge of the 
capabilities and capacity of their environments in order to fashion appropriate policies to 
deal with opportunities and challenges. It will also require new practitioners with core 
skills to manage the complexity of the global economy.  
Others have also called for a regional approach to economic development 
(McGuire, 2000; Wolfson & Frisken, 2000; Wolfe & Creutzberger, 2003; Agranoff & 
McGuire, 2003; Gordon, 2009). A regional approach, supporters argue, provides a better 
mechanism for local governments to access the external economy, increase decision-
making capacity, enhance resource capacity, achieve greater external economies of scale, 
improve market strengths, ensure cost effectiveness, and gain greater political influence 
through strength in numbers. Such collaborations at the regional level are argued to hold 
30 
 
 
 
the key to addressing many social, economic, and political issues of municipalities 
(Nelson, 1993). 
Although a collaborative approach is highly encouraged among municipalities as 
a result of global economic restructuring, some studies identified institutional barriers, 
such as mistrust and political influences, as challenges for cooperative efforts (Wolfson 
& Frisken, 2000; Leibovitz, 2003). There is generally a lack of trust among local 
officials, leading many of these officials to believe that economic development should 
remain absolutely under the control of local officials within their respective 
municipalities and not under a shared responsibility, as demonstrated in associative 
governance. 
Nonetheless, those who support collaborative efforts have called for a new and 
larger role for governments that involves establishing new regional institutional 
arrangements to build localities’ identities. In the U.S., the joint Venture Silicon Valley in 
San Jose and the San Diego Dialogue public-private partnership have been cited as 
models for other urban regions. In Canada, the Canada Technology Triangle (CCT) 
created by the regional municipalities of Waterloo, Kitchener, Cambridge, and township 
has also attracted some attention (Leibovitz, 2003; Nelles, 2005). The argument is that 
such new public-private partnership organizations have the capability to attract resources 
and create identities for the respective regions and urban centers.  
Along with a regional approach, another strategy that has been suggested is a 
cluster approach to improve economic policy. Clusters are “geographic concentrations of 
interconnected companies, specialized suppliers, service providers, firms in related 
industries, and associated institutions (Porter, 2008, p. 313). Proponents of a cluster 
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approach believe that it has the potential to engender innovation and to transform this 
innovation into economic well-being (e.g., jobs, income, and export growth) (Porter, 
1990, 2000, 2008; Morgan, 1997; Capello, 1999; Storper & Venables, 2004). 
Other supporters have suggested that municipalities should focus on firms that 
create new markets. Known as the ‘Blue Ocean’ Strategy’, this economic development 
idea has garnered tremendous scholarly attention in recent years (Kim & Mauborgne, 
2004). The strategy calls for municipalities to look for markets and opportunities that 
never existed in the past and to protect these emerging opportunities through the 
simultaneous application of strategies that have previously been thought to be 
incompatible. It requires strategies that focus on firms to look for ways that create new 
markets. The aim is not to out-perform the competition in the existing industry but rather 
to create a new market space, or a ‘blue ocean’, thereby making the competition 
irrelevant.  
  A major emphasis in recent years has also been on ‘people’ as drivers of regional 
growth and economic development. Of course, the idea of human capital as an important 
driver of economic development is not new. In her book Cities and the Wealth of 
Nations, Jane Jacobs argued that the ability of cities to attract creative people has a strong 
potential to spur economic growth. Other scholars, including Robert Lucas (1988), have 
drawn linkages between higher productivity and clustering of humans as a critical factor 
in regional economic growth, and Glendon (1998) saw city growth in the 20th century as 
being directly linked to the levels of human capital.  
However, what is new in recent theorization is the emphasis on a particular group 
of people called the ‘creative class’. Led by the urban theorist Richard Florida, the 
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‘Creative Capital’ model has revolutionized urban policy thinking around the world-
“from Singapore to London, Dublin to Auckland, Memphis to Amsterdam; indeed, all the 
way to Providence, RI, and Green Bay, WI, cities have paid handsomely to hear about the 
new credo of creativity, to learn how to attract and nurture creative workers…” Peck 
(2005, p. 740). Florida’s seminal work, The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It’s 
Transforming Work, Leisure, Community and Everyday Life, provided the launch pad for 
this model. The book’s main premise is that cities’ fortunes in the current economy 
depend on their ability to attract and retain the creative class-that is, a group of people 
who “engage in complex problem solving that involves a great deal of independent 
judgement and requires high levels of education or human capital” (Florida, 2002, p. 8). 
Specifically, Richard Florida and his supporters argued that “a community’s most 
important asset isn’t raw materials, transportation systems, or political influence. It is [a 
community’s] creative capital-simply put, an arsenal of creative thinkers whose ideas can 
be turned into valuable products and services” (Florida & Goodnight, 2005, p. 125). 
Thus, urban policymakers, including practitioners of economic development, have 
strongly been encouraged to invest in high-technology industries, engineering, neo-
artisanal manufacturing, and entertainment, as well as to pursue aggressive policies to 
develop amenities in order to attract members of the young, highly talented ‘creative 
class’ who ‘engage in complex problem solving’ (Florida, 2000; 2002a, 2002b; Florida & 
Mellander, 2006; Martin & Florida, 2009; Florida, Stolarick, & Mellander, 2010). A key 
recommendation of this approach is that cities and regions should adopt policies that 
enhance quality-of-place characteristics to attract and retain the creative class in order to 
promote economic development (Donald, & Morrow, 2003; Gertler, 2004; Wolfe & 
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Gertler, 2004; Rantisi & Leslie, 2006; Scott, 2006). The assumption is that because this 
model of economic development does not depend on the traditional fixed factors of 
production (e.g., land, natural resources) any municipality can potentially become a 
thriving and creative place. 
In an ever-globalizing world, innovation has also been argued to be one of the 
driving forces for competitiveness and economic development. Innovation is highly 
encouraged at the municipality and regional levels of governance because of its ability to 
promote local entrepreneurship through research activities. There is evidence to suggest 
that incubators are capable of stabilizing small businesses, generating new jobs, and 
enhancing sales among incubator firms in exchange for minimal public investments 
(Reese, 2008).  
Although past investments in education and public services significantly led to 
economic success in recent years, this type of investment is necessary but not sufficient 
for gaining competitiveness and economic development (Toya, Skidmore & Robertson, 
2010). It is argued that municipalities will need to invest in research and development 
because such investments are capable of establishing the relationship between human 
capital accumulation and economic prosperity through innovative activities (Toya et al, 
2010). Cheshire & Malecki (2004) argued that research and development (R & D) has 
increased the number of places that can tap into innovation and technology and is 
continuously leading to growing relevance of two sets of ideas: systems of innovation 
and the key role of knowledge and the role of learning in ensuring innovative activities. 
Effective policy should, therefore, focus on building the competitive strengths of 
municipalities by promoting R & D and skills transfer, rather than focusing on the 
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weaknesses of municipalities (Austrian & Norton, 2002). Innovation is a social process 
that is not only stimulated by consumers who engage in a mutually beneficial dialogue 
with producers but also promoted through the integration of markets globally and these 
occurrences have reinforced the importance of the local context for building innovative 
capabilities (Gertler, 2001).  
Because competitive success depends heavily on the ability to produce and utilize 
knowledge effectively, there is a pressing need for firms, municipalities, regions, and 
nations to invest a greater share of resources in education and training than previously 
(Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). Furthermore, the dissemination of new ideas and the 
synthesis of intellectual activities necessitate the establishment of knowledge 
municipalities to sustain gains in competitive advantage (Clark, 2001). Both tacit and 
codified knowledge should be generated, facilitated, and improved through continuous 
learning (Wolfe & Gertler, 2004) to help with municipalities’ efforts at economic 
development. Knowledge as embodied in innovation goes beyond the production of 
knowledge to include meaningful productive activities. In this regard, Gertler (2001, p 3) 
argued that  “if knowledge is understood to include not just R&D, but also design, 
engineering, advertising, marketing and management, then knowledge-based inputs are 
becoming the defining feature of both manufacturing and service industries in the new 
economy”.  
In summary, the ‘new economy’ is argued to be a new economic order that 
involves a new way of approaching competitiveness and economic development. In this 
new economy, knowledge, innovation, high technology, cluster formation, quality of life, 
R & D, and communication are all seen as essential characteristics. Although knowledge 
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has always been a part of production, in the new economic order, knowledge is perceived 
to be a critical component for gaining competitiveness and economic development. 
Hence, skilled labour and creativity are vital for the survival of the new economy. Thus, 
the assumption is that even municipalities without resource endowments can still be very 
competitive. As argued by Blakely & Leigh (2010), for instance, in the new economy, 
inner cities and poor areas of municipalities could, in recent years, be promoted to be 
competitive through various innovative strategies.    
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Table 2.2 Summary of the Old and New Ideas of Economic Development 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
a) Old ideas of economic development  
 Economic development is based on individual municipal efforts.  
 Competition among municipalities is the norm.  
 Economic development relies heavily on traditional factors of production 
(e.g., raw materials, land, labour). 
 Physical locations enhance economic opportunities.  
 The provision of physical infrastructure induces investment.  
 Export-based industries stimulate local economy. 
 Firms (e.g., manufacturing) create more jobs, although many are minimum 
jobs.  
 Taxes are appropriate devices to induce investment.  
 Business attraction is crucial for economic development.   
 Economic development depends on reactions to new opportunities for 
localities.  
b) New ideas of economic development  
 Collaborative efforts ensure larger economies and improve market strengths.  
 Cost-related factors are no longer as crucial to economic success.  
 People are drivers of economic development. 
 Enhancement of quality-of-place characteristics (amenities) to attract and 
retain labour is needed to stimulate growth. 
 Clusters of competitive industries linked in a regional network of all types of 
firms engender innovation and economic development. 
 Knowledge is a key resource for economic expansion.  
 Investments in technology and innovation are crucial for economic growth.  
 Cities act as incubators to create and spawn new firms.  
 Economic development depends on proactive approaches to new opportunities 
for localities.  
 Economic development requires investments in new and productive sectors of 
the economy (e.g., biotechnology, communications, energy).  
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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2.7 Case Studies: Municipalities in Ontario  
This section provides an overview of the province of Ontario and the justification 
for its selection. The section also provides an institutional context of economic 
development within Ontario, as well as an overview of existing studies relating to 
economic development in Ontario.  
2.7.1 Why Municipalities in Ontario? 
Municipalities in Ontario were chosen as case studies for several reasons. Ontario 
is Canada’s most populous province and acts as the destination for many immigrants to 
Canada. Of Canada’s population of 34,482,800, Ontario is home to about 13 million, or 
38.7% of the population of Canada (Statistics Canada, 2012).  
It is the economic hub of Canada, or what some refer to as the “industrial 
heartland of Canada” (Wolf & Gertler, 2001, p. 697). It serves as the major location for 
many industrial and manufacturing activities in Canada, producing about 50% of 
Canada’s manufacturing GDP. It produces about 40% of Canada’s GDP and about the 
same proportion of employment. However, the economy of Ontario is heavily dependent 
on foreign direct investment and the operations of multinational corporations in very core 
areas of its economy (Wolf & Gertler, 2001). More than any other province in Canada, 
Ontario is affected by the economic changes and challenges outlined in section 2.5 of 
Chapter 2. In 2011, Ontario lost about 75,400 jobs, although there were slight gains in 
part-time jobs (The Star, 2011). Fuelled by manufacturing job losses, Ontario’s 
unemployment rate has hovered around 8% since the start of the economic crisis in 2008-
a rate that is higher than the Canada-wide average of about 7.3% (Statistics Canada, 
2012). Due to the global economic challenges (including deindustrialization), a number 
38 
 
 
 
of its municipalities have had to deal with a substantial losses of financial bases, with a 
good number of municipalities exhibiting some of the highest unemployment rates in the 
country (Table 3.2). As well, because of its size and diversity, Ontario suffers from a 
number of social problems, such as rising social and income inequality (Walks, 2011).  
Many of Ontario’s municipalities have a long history of experience with 
economic restructuring, especially those that have traditionally depended on 
manufacturing as their core economic sector. In view of the above dynamics, 
municipalities across Ontario, as opposed to municipalities in the other provinces, 
provide a suitable setting for the attainment of the objectives of this research.  
Indeed, municipalities in Ontario have not been immune from the impact of 
global economic restructuring. Since the 1990s, these municipalities have been 
experiencing significant changes in their governance structures as a result of the influence 
of global economic changes. These changes are largely seen in the adoption of neo-liberal 
policies that attempt to make municipalities very competitive (Keil, 2002; Bradford, 
2003). Although the political landscape partly plays a role in the current economic 
restructuring, global economic forces are major contributors to economic restructuring in 
Ontario. Economic restructuring has resulted in unprecedented integration of 
metropolitan regions and municipalities with the global economy (Wolfe & Gertler, 
2001; Bourne & Simmons, 2003). Furthermore, the dislocation of economic bases of 
many municipalities as a result of economic restructuring, slow economic growth at the 
national level, and cutbacks from national governments for municipal budgets have 
resulted in various responses from municipalities in Ontario to generate jobs and ensure 
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healthy fiscal bases of municipalities (Keating, 1993; Wolman & Spitzley, 1996; Reese & 
Sands, 2007; Jean-Marc et al., 2009).  
2.7.2 Institutional Context of Economic Development in Ontario 
Canadian cities are constitutional creations of their respective provincial 
legislatures and are, therefore, subject to a broad range of legislative controls that define 
the existence of their powers and limit their actions (see O’Brien, 1976; Tindal & Tindal, 
1979; Gertler, 1990). The specific responsibilities of municipalities vary widely across 
the country, with some municipalities having stricter administrative restraints than others 
(Reese, 1992a; Sancton, 2006).  
The Province of Ontario has some of the strictest legislative controls (Tassonyi, 
2005). The Province’s legislative controls have a long history and cover matters relating 
to financial decisions (e.g., taxing, charging, borrowing, and spending). Indeed, in 
financial matters, Ontario’s municipalities are by and large regulated by higher levels of 
governments (Bird & Slack, 1993; Graham, Phillips, & Maslove, 1998; Rodden, 
Eskeland, & Litvack, 2003). They cannot tax, charge, borrow, or spend without explicit 
provincial approval (Tassonyi, 2005, p. 9). The exceptions are matters such as property 
tax rates in which municipalities are free to set tax rates. Despite municipalities control 
over property tax rates, “the determination of tax is carried out by provinces”, and there is 
limitation “with respect to the extent of variation in the structure of rates between 
residential and other properties” (Tassonyi, 2005, 9). The Canadian approach, in general, 
and Ontario’s approach, in particular, contrasts sharply with the approach in the U.S., 
where tax incentives and spending programs are dominant tools of industrial recruitment 
and business retention (see Section 2.4).   
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In Ontario, the field of economic development is no stranger to hierarchical 
administrative restraints on providing bonuses to businesses (Kitchen, 1985; Gertler, 
1990; Wolfson & Frisken, 2000; Reese, 2006). The Municipal Act prohibits the 
municipalities from giving bonuses to attract businesses for the purposes of economic 
development (Kitchen, 1985; Taylor, 1986; Gertler, 1990; Reese & Sands, 2007). 
Subsequent Municipal Act amendments established further controls on borrowing 
activity, capital expenditures, budget procedures, and the conveyance of economic 
benefits to private businesses (Taylor, 1986; Gertler, 1990; Tassonyi, 2005). The Act 
defines economic development services as any services in respect to (a) the promotion of 
the municipality for any purpose by the collection and dissemination of information, and 
(b) the acquisition, development, and disposal of sites by the municipality for industrial, 
commercial, and institutional uses. Overall, the Act has explicit information on municipal 
administrative powers on the process of economic development, as described below.  
All financial assistance, including bonuses or tax abatements, to industrial or 
commercial enterprises is regulated by the province. The Municipal Act 2001 specifically 
states that “A municipality is not permitted, despite any Act, to assist any manufacturing 
business or other industrial or commercial enterprise, either directly or indirectly, through 
the granting of bonuses” (Municipal Act 2001). Specifically, municipalities are prohibited 
from 
(a) giving or lending any property of the municipality, including money;  
(b) guaranteeing borrowing;  
(c) leasing or selling any property of the municipality below the fair market value; 
and  
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(d) giving a total or partial exemption from any levy, charge, or fee (106(2) of the 
Act).  
Municipalities, however, have some flexibility on incentives for such activities as 
heritage development and brownfield redevelopment and for other projects specified 
within a community development plan (Tassonyi, 2005; Reese & Sands, 2007). In these 
cases, municipalities are allowed to sell lease properties below market cost. 
Municipalities may also waive development charges for businesses in certain areas of 
their jurisdiction (e.g., downtown) and provide serviced land at competitive market 
prices. They also have flexibility with respect to the establishment of small businesses, 
acquisition and sales of properties to small businesses, and the establishment of economic 
development corporations.  
Overall, the hierarchical restrictions on municipalities have profoundly affected 
the way they pursue economic development within Ontario and other provinces with 
similar legislative controls. Gertler (1990, p. 43) argued that “such restrictive provincial 
statutes have important implications for the manner in which local governments fashion 
and pursue their own economic development strategies, since they are constrained from 
engaging fully in the kind of competitive inter-jurisdictional bidding for economic 
activity that American municipalities have developed.” Recent studies have found that 
the institutional environment has not only limited intense inter-city competition but also 
has encouraged a more targeted and cooperative approach to economic development 
(Arku, 2012b). It has also encouraged cities to develop creative policies and innovative 
strategies in their investment-attraction processes (Reese, 1992b; Arku, 2012b).  
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2.7.3 Economic Development in Ontario: An Overview of the Existing Academic 
Literature  
 
As stated in Chapter 1, economic development has long been an important item 
on the policy agenda of cities, including those in Ontario. Subsequently, the topic has 
attracted a range of studies covering a wide array of issues (e.g., Wolfe & Gertler, 2004; 
Donald, 2005; Tassonyi, 2005; Reese & Sands, 2007; Bramwell & Wolf, 2008; Bradford, 
2010; Arku, 2012a, 2012b). Earlier studies focused on what cities can do to foster 
economic development and vitality. However, recent studies are situated within the 
emerging global economy, with the argument that a different approach to policy making 
at all levels of government is necessary to derive the benefits of the emerging global 
economy (e.g., Leslie & Rantisi, 2012).  
A review of the literature on Ontario suggests that much attention has been given 
to urban economic development practices. Specifically, attention has been paid to 
techniques used to foster economic vitality (Gertler, 1990; Reese, 1992a, 1992b, 1992c). 
Among others, these techniques have included land-based strategies (e.g., business 
relocation, site development, industrial parks, site inventory), marketing and regulation 
(e.g., promotional literature, foreign business trips, export marks), and financial 
assistance (e.g., incubators and sale/lease backs). These techniques have been extensively 
used by cities in Ontario because of strict financial restraints on the cities. Trends in the 
use of these techniques show an increase over the years, although many cities are also 
implementing policy measures to integrate their local economies with the global 
economy (Reese & Sands, 2007).  
If techniques of economic development are one of the ‘oldest’ research topics in 
Ontario, then the ‘creative capital’ model represents the newest topic in recent urban 
43 
 
 
 
economic development literature in Ontario. Although this model has a fairly long history 
in Ontario (Gertler, Florida & Gates, 2002; Donald & Marrow, 2003; Wolf & Gertler, 
2004; Rantisi & Leslie, 2006), the appointment of Richard Florida in 2007 as the Director 
and Professor of Business and Creativity at the Rotman School of Management, 
University of Toronto, has invigorated academic research and policy discussion on the 
topic.  
Although Florida’s model has been enthusiastically embraced by his followers 
and has produced a flurry of papers (e.g., Stolarick & Florida, 2006; Schimpf, 2008; 
Florida, Stolarick, & Mellander, 2010; Grant & Kronstal, 2010; Lepawsky, Phan, & 
Greenwood, 2010; Leslie & Rantisi, 2012), it has also attracted intense scrutiny (Sands & 
Reese, 2008; Lewis & Donald, 2010). Overall, these studies have looked at the factors 
that shape economic development in Canadian regions, with a particular focus on the 
factors necessary to attract and retain creative workers.  
While initial studies of the model focused on large Canadian metropolitan areas-
where there are typical favourable conditions for such groups of workers-more recent 
studies have critically looked at the applicability of the model in small and mid-sized 
cities (e.g., Sands & Reese, 2008; Lewis & Donald, 2010). For instance, the model posits 
that cities can become economically successful if they become diverse, high-tech, and 
amenity-rich, yet a recent study by Sands & Reese (2008) shows that a creative class, 
diversity, and high-tech employment are not related to economic advancement in mid-
sized Canadian cities. Lewis & Donald (2010) also argued that the creative class theory is 
modeled for big cities, yet the theory’s generic prescription of strategies for both small 
and big cities has frequently presented many small and medium-sized in Ontario with a 
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challenge of ensuring economic development. This is because small and medium-sized 
cities, just like the big ones, are constantly focusing on attracting and growing skilled 
workers, yet these small cities frequently fail to promote and market the rich qualities of 
their localities. Additionally, strategies emanating from the creative class for small cities 
have the potential of leading these localities into economic distress. 
One other topic that has attracted some academic attention is the issue of 
competition and cooperation in economic development (e.g., Bradford, 1998; Wolfson & 
Frisken, 2000; Leibovitz, 2003; Nelles, Bramwell, & Wolfe, 2005; Arku, 2012b). On one 
hand, competition is seen as inefficient and wasteful. On the other hand, cooperation is 
viewed as an effective way for municipalities to pool their resources to solve common 
problems. However, a study by Wolfson & Frisken (2000) of six municipalities within 
the GTA shows a strong competitive spirit among them, despite policy attempts by higher 
levels of government to convince them of the need for a cooperative, regional-wide 
approach. This study is consistent with findings of Leibovitz (2003) and Nelles (2005) 
within the Regional Municipality of Waterloo-a region that has made tremendous efforts 
to promote collaborative and associative governance since the early 1990s. These studies 
show that collaborative efforts in this city-region have been hampered by several 
obstacles, such as lack of trust, an atmosphere of mutual suspicion between public and 
private actors, and fundamentally different expectations among various actors. However, 
a recent study by Arku (2012b) indicates that the attitude and thinking of practitioners in 
Ontario towards a regional approach to economic development appears to be changing in 
a positive way. Arku (2012b) attributed this trend to two main reasons: (1) the changing 
and uncertain global economy, which requires collaborative rather than individual effort, 
45 
 
 
 
and (2) the transformation from a manufacturing economy to the present knowledge-
based economy.  
Within the context of collaborative efforts, one delivery mechanism that has 
attracted some scholarly attention is the use of the institutional approach to promote 
economic development, specifically the use of a quasi body, such as economic 
development corporations (EDCs). Although such bodies have a long tradition in 
economic development (Reese, 1992a, 1992b), their use is said to be gaining popularity 
among municipalities in Ontario in recent years (Tassonyi, 2005; Arku, 2012a). Aided by 
provisions of the Municipal Act (2001), growth in the number of such quasi bodies is 
attributed to the competitive and volatile global economic climate. Because of their 
flexibility, such quasi, semi-autonomous bodies are an excellent way to promote 
economic development within the competitive and complex global environment. They 
are able to induce collaborative efforts in municipalities because of their capacity to 
combine the private sector’s ability to raise funds quickly with the public sector’s desire 
to meet the growing needs of constituents at a lower cost. In Ontario, although 
municipalities cannot aggressively compete for economic development as a result of 
limitations imposed by the Municipal Act (2001), municipalities are vested with power 
and the ability to create quasi bodies or corporations. Within the power of municipalities, 
these corporations can be adequately resourced to pursue economic development on 
behalf of municipalities because they have more flexibility to ensure economic 
development than do departments within city structures (Arku, 2012a). 
Finally, the role of institutions, such as universities, as actors in the knowledge-
based economy has attracted some attention and will most likely continue to attract 
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attention. Notable studies on the topic include those of Gertler & Vinodrai (2005), Wolfe 
(2005), as well as Bramwell & Wolfe (2008). In these studies, universities are seen as an 
important catalyst of technological innovations in the emerging economy, with a 
particular emphasis on research intensive universities, which are regarded as ‘potential 
factories’ of the present knowledge economy.  Much of the work in this field has been 
centered on the University of Waterloo, an institution that is touted to have the necessary 
depth and breadth of industry linkages within the Regional Municipality of Waterloo.  
Not only is the University of Waterloo able to generate numbers of university 
spin-off firms but also it has consistently attracted a large amount of public and private 
research funding. Through linkages, the university is also able to perform technology 
transfer functions. In their study, Bramwell & Wolfe (2008, p. 1179) observed that “the 
University of Waterloo demonstrates a multifaceted capacity for knowledge transfer to 
the local economy that supports local networks and flows of knowledge, and links them 
with global ones.” The authors attributed their success to a wide range of strategic 
decisions and initiatives, including the ability to attract, retain, and train a high calibre of 
graduates and researchers and to link them with local and non-local employers; the 
provision of R & D support to local firms; the interactive exchange of tacit knowledge at 
local and global levels; and the active facilitation of entrepreneurial activities. Thus, the 
main argument is that universities can be active drivers of regional and economic 
development if their role is seen beyond that of generating and disseminating knowledge 
as a common good. They can a play a crucial role in generating and attracting talent to 
the local economy and can collaborate with the local industry on a wide range of 
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technical and non-technical issues. This role is especially critical in the emerging 
knowledge-based, or ‘new’, economy.  
2.8 The Missing Link  
     Although large and growing, the perspectives of economic development 
practitioners have hardly been explored on the issues outlined throughout this chapter. 
That is, the rhetoric about global changes and the need for a new approach to economic 
development and attaining competitiveness has been pronounced mainly by academic 
observers. Not surprisingly, policy prescriptions have come from the same advocates. To 
date, little or nothing is known about how actual practitioners of economic development 
think about the emerging global economy and whether or not there should be policy 
reconfiguration. Meanwhile, the opinions of actual policy makers on these and related 
issues matter more than those of the critics. Thus, the questions this thesis seeks to 
explore are as follows. 
 Has the field of economic development changed over the years?  
 What do practitioners think about the global changes and the suggestions for 
policy restructuring, from the ‘old’ to ‘new’ models? Do they agree or not?  
 Have recent economic development policies been restructured to align with the 
global economic changes? If yes, how and to what extent? Do these new policies have 
the markings of a watershed?   
 In what ways do the approaches to economic development reflect the current 
thinking of the new economy?  
Thus, this thesis is situated squarely within the context of global changes and the 
argument for a sea change in economic development policies to align with emerging 
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global trends. It explores the extent to which the economic development field has 
changed, and if and how policies have been restructured to deal with emerging features of 
the global economy.  
2.9 Conclusion 
Economic development has always been pursued and continues to be pursued to 
ensure the resilience and competitiveness ofmunicipalities. Economic development, 
nevertheless, poses a challenge to economic development officials, and this challenge 
becomes more critical when the economic changes are taken into account. As a result of 
the challenges for economic development, in recent years, the appeal has been for 
economic development officials to reconsider their approaches to economic development 
if competitiveness and broader municipal prosperity are the goals of economic 
development. Although scholars have written extensively about the economic changes 
occurring and the various ways municipalities could respond to the changes to weather 
the adverse impact, very little is known about the actual approaches or responses from 
local economic development officials. In view of the limited knowledge about the exact 
approaches to economic development, this research aims to (1) examine the perceptions 
of economic development officials about their practices within the current global 
economy, and (2) examine the approaches being implemented to ensure growth and 
competitiveness within the current global economy. The research uses qualitative 
interviews with various economic development officials in municipalities across Ontario. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
STUDY DESIGN, METHODS AND RATIONALE 
3.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter focuses on the methodological approach employed to achieve the 
research objectives and questions, as well as on how the data were gathered. With a 
primary focus on the perceptions of economic development officials about their recent 
approaches, this study primarily uses in-depth interviews and policy documents to 
examine how economic development approaches have evolved over the years as a result 
of global economic changes. To allow participants to express themselves adequately and 
in consideration of how important such expressions are for qualitative research, this study 
uses a semi-structured and open-ended interview technique with appropriate prompts to 
examine the perceptions of local officials about economic development. The chapter is 
divided into three broad sections encompassing the background and rationale for the 
research, the importance of qualitative and elite interviews, attainment of rigour and the 
process of coding, and ethical issues pertaining to this research. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of the challenges and limitations of the study.  
3.2 Background of the Project    
 
Although economic development has long been a critical item on policy agendas 
of municipalities, its importance has been reinforced in recent decades due to a range of 
economic and social changes at all levels of geographic scales. Subsequently, scholars 
from various backgrounds have been prescribing ‘new rules’ to promote the fiscal health 
of municipalities. Very little is known about the perspectives of economic development 
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practitioners regarding these ‘new rules’ and, more importantly, the exact approaches and 
themes practitioners have deployed over the years to enhance the economic health of 
their municipalities.  
Against this backdrop, this research examines the perceptions of practitioners 
about how their approaches to economic development have evolved over the years. The 
argument for examining the perspectives of economic development practitioners about 
their approaches is made stronger when the impact of global economic changes is 
considered. As noted in Chapters 1 and 2, economic development has been evolving 
rapidly since the early 1990s due to a range of forces, including global forces, rapid 
changes in technology and telecommunication, and so forth. These changes necessitated 
responses from municipalities, with the goal of ensuring competitiveness and economic 
prosperity. In view of the emerging trends, this research focuses on the responses of 
various municipalities to global economic changes with the intention of maintaining and 
improving the economic health of their economies. Because the impact of global 
economic restructuring varies among municipalities, this research focuses on the 
approaches deployed by municipalities of different sizes, including large, medium, and 
small size cities, and towns across Ontario.  
3.3 Research Methodology  
3.3.1 Rationale for Qualitative Research 
 
The rationale for adopting a qualitative approach for this research is threefold. 
First, very little is known about recent economic development approaches in Ontario, and 
the qualitative approach facilitates the examination of a phenomenon with little prior 
knowledge (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009). Second, this approach permits a varied and 
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rich examination of the perceptions of local officials that other methods, such as a survey, 
might not have the capacity to provide. This is because in-depth interviews allow for 
probing questions to collect in-depth information (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). Third, the 
research objectives of this study clearly require a deeper understanding of the approaches 
to economic development. Although the degree to which findings represent the greater 
population is important, particularly in random sampling (Baxter & Eyles, 1997), the 
prime focus of this research study is not to generalize findings but to develop an in-depth 
understanding of actual approaches to economic development. Hence, for this research, a 
purposive sampling technique is used, with emphasis placed on the richness of 
information gathered (Baxter & Eyles, 1997) rather than the degree to which the data 
represent the larger population.     
Additionally, qualitative research is a unique type of research that entails small 
and large phenomena, as well as historical, comparative, observational, and interactive 
modes of knowledge (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004). In-depth interviews, as a qualitative 
method, provide a socio-spatial environment for meanings to be perceived through 
incisive interactions. In-depth responses during interviews serve to demonstrate the 
deepness, or transcendence, of the interview. As a result, in-depth interviews concentrate 
on the significance of a phenomenon rather than the extensiveness of the phenomenon. 
Also, in-depth interviews can be conceptualized as a guided conversation because they 
are not limited in choice or focus (Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Kvale, 1996). In this regard, in-
depth interviews provide flexibility and are particularly useful for probing into nuances 
and subtleties (Rubin & Rubin, 1995), such as the key themes and approaches to 
economic development in contemporary times.  
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In-depth interviews may also include unexpressed emotional exchanges and a 
multitude of differing messages as a result of varying ‘world views’ or perceptions of the 
researcher and the research subject (Miller, Yanoshik, Crabtree & Reymond, 1994). That 
is, unimpeded interaction, dialogue, or discourse that goes on between the researcher and 
the research subject provides fresh grounds and, therefore, facilitates the production, 
reproduction, and/or refinement of knowledge, such as perceptions about approaches to 
economic development. Perhaps the essence of dialogue is best represented in the work 
of Johnson (2001), who viewed in-depth interviews as typically a face-to-face, long 
duration, and intimate interaction occurring between the researcher and the research 
subject for the co-production of knowledge. Interaction that typically leads to joint 
production and consumption of knowledge predominantly takes the form of active 
participation, partnership, communication, and conversation between the researcher and 
the research participants (Gallagher, 1995). These considerations serve as guidelines 
throughout this research study. 
For this research study, in-depth interviews provide a platform to focus on the 
perceptions of economic development practitioners, interpret those perceptions, and 
employ inductive reasoning to contribute to the development of theories on economic 
development. Although social constructions and interpretations of perceptions could be 
examined within a geographical context, it is inductive reasoning that ultimately 
contributes to the building of theories. In view of this, qualitative data are essentially 
mediated-meanings that are co-constructed between the researcher and the participants. 
These mediated meanings are further analyzed with the intention of contributing to the 
development of a theory for economic development.  
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3.3.2 Qualitative (Elite) Interviews 
 
Interviews, as a research technique in economic development research, have a 
long history (see Rubin, 1988; Reese 1992) but have become more common in recent 
years (Leibovitz, 2003; Nelles, 2005; Gordon, 2007; Bramwell & Wolfe, 2008; Lewis & 
Donald, 2010 Arku, 2012a, 2012b). In keeping with recent practices, and in view of the 
limited research and nature of the topic under investigation, the present research study 
uses qualitative interviews as a method of data gathering. This is in view of the ability of 
qualitative interviews to align the research objectives with research goals. To ensure that 
interviews adequately align objectives with goals, elite interviews, as an aspect of 
qualitative interviews, were used. 
 The elite interview is one of the several ways qualitative interviews can be 
carried out, and, for this research in particular, the elite interview technique has been 
employed because of its uniqueness and ability to help achieve the goals of this study. 
The choice of elite interviews rather than other conventional interviews was a result of 
the ability of elite interviews to provide both quality and quantity responses (Clark, 
1998). In addition to offering an opportunity to examine scenarios from different 
dimensions, elite interviews are very efficient for generating very incisive data (Harvey, 
2010).  
Furthermore, despite criticisms, such as the small sample size and skewed power 
relations towards the participants (Richards, 1996; Harvey, 2010), the elite interview 
technique was chosen over the other modes of qualitative interview for this research as a 
result of several other frequently cited advantages. For instance, Richards (1996) 
identified at least four advantages associated with elite interviews: (1) the ability to 
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interpret documents on such areas as economic development because the elite interview 
can provide information beyond that which has been documented; (2) the effectiveness of 
elite interviews in interpreting personalities of elites, which helps in explaining the 
outcomes of events; (3) the ability of elite interviews to make available information that 
is not readily accessible by the general public through interactions with elites; and (4) the 
opportunities for networking and increasing the sample size, and the ability to promote 
understanding of research areas. Thus, elite interviews can be argued to increase 
understanding of the field of economic development, particularly since the 1990s when 
the impact of the global economic changes were strongly felt among various 
municipalities. Overall, elite interviews increase understanding of the theoretical 
positions of the elite (Richards, 1996). 
The definition of the term elite has often been met with controversy, leading many 
scholars, including Smith (2006), to question the essence of defining the term elite. This 
is because the term elite contextually varies within space and time (Harvey, 2010). 
Richards (1996, p. 199) describes elites as “a group of individuals who hold, or have 
held, a privileged position in society and, as such, as far as a political scientist is 
concerned, are likely to have had more influence on political outcomes than general 
members of the public.” For this research, however, elite is operationally defined as 
officials with extensive knowledge and experience who occupy upper-level positions 
within departments of economic development. Against this backdrop, all those 
interviewed were either directors, deputy directors, or senior-most persons within the 
economic development departments of selected municipalities (see Table 3.1). These 
people fall into the category of what Richards (1996) Harvey (2010) called elites because 
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they hold privileged positions and tend to have influence on many social issues, 
particularly economic decisions and outcomes, as demonstrated in Table 3.1 below. 
Indeed, a key consideration for choosing this group of participants for this 
research was their positions, knowledge, and experiences. As a result, all participants in 
the in-depth interviews have a long professional experience within the field of economic 
development, ranging from 2 years to about 30 years of experience (Table 3.1). The 
consideration of longevity was especially important because this research primarily 
focuses on the long-term views of the various participants about the evolution of 
economic development.  
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Table 3.1 Characteristics of Practitioners involved in the Research 
Interviewee 
Code 
Position Gender Years of 
Experience 
PLED, 1 Manager Male 10yrs 
PLED, 2 Director Female About 21Yrs 
PLED, 3 Economic Development 
Officer 
Female About 15 years  
PLED, 4 General Manager Male About 11 years  
PLED, 5 Consultant Male 20Yrs 
PLED, 6 Executive Director Male 17 years  
PLED, 7 Director  Female  About 15 years  
PLED, 8 Manager Male 2 years  
PRED, 9 Coordinator of Economic 
Development  
Female About 11 years  
PLED, 10 General Manager Male 13 years  
PLED, 11 Director Male 12 years  
PLED, 12 Business Development 
Officer 
Male 12Yrs 
PLED, 13 Acting Director Male 15 years  
PLED, 14 Director Male About 8 years  
PLED, 15 Economic Development 
Officer 
Female 12 years  
PLED, 16 Director Female 20 years  
PLED, 17 Director of Business 
Retention and Expansion 
Female 4years  
PRED, 1 Business Development 
Officer 
Female 14 years  
PRED, 2 Manager/Consultant Female 20 years  
PRED, 3 Director of Economic 
Strategy and Tourism 
Male 30 years  
Note: PLED = Practitioners of Local Economic Development; PRED = Practitioner of 
Regional economic Development  
 
Also, unlike the conventional interviews, which are typically a downward 
dialogue, elite interviews involve an ‘upward’ dialogue and frequently take place 
between the researcher and a group of individuals who hold or previously held a 
privileged position in the municipality (Richards, 1996). As a result of the privileged 
positions held by elites, elites tend to be concerned with issues around them and are likely 
to wield more influence on deliberations and decisions than ordinary members of the 
municipality (Richards, 1996). In view of the influence wielded by the elites, 
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collaboration between the researcher and the research subjects (Smith, 2006) forms a 
hallmark of this study to ensure that quality data are gathered to reflect the objectives of 
the present research. 
The elites are often very busy as a result of their work schedules, and gaining 
access to them could be a challenge (Harvey, 2010; Richards, 1996). Additionally, the 
asymmetrical power relations (Baxter & Eyles, 1997) between the researcher and the 
participants could also pose challenges to elite interviews. In light of these challenges and 
because elites hold crucial insights into organizations, Harvey (2010) argued that elite 
interviews need not only be flexible with the category of questions posed to participants 
but also be very transparent with the disclosure of the research purpose to participants. As 
well, elite interviews need to maintain very high standards of professionalism in order to 
achieve the objectives of research. To ensure that the elite interviews adequately align 
objectives with goals, the flexibility, transparency, and high standards of professionalism 
suggested by Harvey (2010), the following actions were taken. 
To start with, the initial contacts by telephone calls and emails made it very easy 
for participants to choose preferred dates and times for interviews. Participants were 
again contacted a day or two prior to interviews to ensure that the agreed schedules were 
still convenient; otherwise, alternative arrangements were made for the interviews. All 
interviews were carried out as originally scheduled except for one interview for which the 
scheduled time had to be changed to an alternative date for that participant to attend to a 
pressing municipal issue. Additionally, the initial contacts clearly spelled out the 
objectives of the research and the importance of the interviews in achieving those 
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objectives. Throughout, interviews were also carried out in a very professional manner in 
order to elicit participants’ views about economic development approaches. 
With an epistemology that is embedded in examining the perceptions of economic 
development practitioners, the qualitative interview essentially involved a dialogue. This 
dialogue was accompanied by grand tours, floating prompts, category questions, and 
probes that served as guidelines for conducting interviews (Gallagher, 1995). The 
dialogues and guidelines were used with the view of identifying emerging themes and 
patterns and, more importantly, establishing the rationale for those emerging patterns and 
trends. The key to identifying emerging themes and patterns was the category of 
questions posed to respondents (Gallagher, 1995). The questions posed to local officials 
were directed at soliciting very informed opinions about the key themes and approaches 
to economic development since the 1990s.  
3.3.3 Identifying the Interview Participants  
 
The interview proceeded by first identifying case study municipalities in Ontario 
through a purposive sampling technique (Figure 1). Efforts were made to ensure a fair 
representation of municipalities of all types, scales, and sizes. Following the classification 
scheme of Sands & Reese (2008), this research divided the sample municipalities into 
three categories: large cities (>350,000), medium-size cities (75,000 – 350,000), and 
small cities (<75,000). Apart from size, the municipalities involved in this study are also 
diverse in terms of unemployment rates (as seen in table 3.2) and economic bases such as 
manufacturing (e.g. Hamilton, Windsor), mining activities (e.g. Sudbury), service 
industry and high tech (Waterloo) as well as agricultural related activities (e.g. St Marys).  
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Of the 25 practitioners contacted, 20 accepted the invitation and participated in 
the in-depth interviews. One practitioner per municipality was targeted for the interviews. 
Of the 20 that participated, 17 were from individual municipalities: large (n=3), mid-
sized (n=8), and small (n=6) (Table 3.2). Selection of different ranges of municipalities 
was necessary to ensure maximum diversity in perceptions by local officials and in 
approaches to economic development. Indeed, the final list of localities represented in the 
study was diverse geographically, economically, and demographically. The list included 
3 of the 4 large cities in Ontario (Toronto, Mississauga, and Hamilton), as well as some 
of the important mid-sized cities in the province (see Table 1). Additionally, 4 of the 17 
local practitioners were drawn from the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), the economic hub 
of Ontario. The GTA municipalities were the City of Toronto, Mississauga, Vaughan, 
and Richmond Hill (Table 3.2). 
Recent studies have shown that economic development is not only pursued at 
various levels of government but also carried out by various development organizations 
(Wolfson & Frisken, 2000; Leibovitz, 2003 Nelles, 2005; Arku, 2012a). Three 
participants in this research were recruited from regional economic development 
corporations (e.g., Canada Technology Triangle-CTT) and higher administrative bodies 
(i.e., Middlesex County and York Region). The key reason for the inclusion of these 
bodies was to increase the diversity of opinions of practitioners about economic 
development and the outcomes of their approaches. For instance, the inclusion of the 
CTT was due to its immense influence on economic development within the Regional 
Municipality of Waterloo (Leibovitz, 2003; Nelles, 2005). As a part of the Greater 
Toronto Area (GTA), the York Region was also included in this study because of its 
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distinct characteristics. The York Region is argued to be the poorest within the GTA (in 
terms of per capita assessment and household income) and tends to face a set of 
challenges from the effects of deindustrialization and from its attempts to promote 
incubator businesses in the midst of provincial cutbacks for many projects (Wolfson & 
Frisken, 2000). Finally, London is a major economic center of south-western Ontario, but 
because the city’s economic development functions have been outsourced to London 
Economic Development Corporation (see Arku, 2012a), a practitioner from the county 
level (Middlesex County) was included instead.  
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Figure 3.1 Map of Municipalities involved in the Research 
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Figure 3.2 Map of Participating Regions 
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Table 3.2 Characteristics of Study Municipalities  
Name of 
Municipality 
Population 
Size – 2011 
Unemployment 
Rates - 2006  
Updated 
Unemployment 
Rates  
Large-Sized Municipalities  
Toronto 2,615,060 7.6% 7.8% (2011) 
Mississauga 713,443 6.5% 8.5% (2011) 
Hamilton 519,949 6.5% 6.7% 
Mid-Sized Municipalities  
Vaughan 288,301 4.7% n/a 
Kitchener  219,153 5.7% 7.3% (2010) 
Richmond Hills  185,541 5.0% n/a 
Windsor 210,891 9.7% 10.6% (2010) 
Cambridge  126,748 5.9% n/a 
Guelph 121,688 5.3% 4.7% (Dec 2010) 
Waterloo 98,780 5.5% n/a 
Sudbury 92,048 7.8% 6.3% (Sept 2011) 
Small-Sized Municipalities  
Sarnia 72,366 7.4% 11.5% (March 2012) 
Orillia 30,586 5.7% 7.4% (Aug. 2011) 
Bradford West 
Gwillimbury 
28,077   
Collingwood 19,241 6.6% n/a 
Wasaga Beach 17,537 7.3% n/a 
St Marys 6,655   
Regional Municipalities  
Regional 
Municipality of 
Waterlooo 
507,096 n/a n/a 
York Region  1,008,000 n/a n/a 
Middlesex County  461,485 n/a n/a 
Source: Statistics Canada, 2012 (Census of Population); Note: n/a = not available  
 
Having identified the case study municipalities, the next step was to notify the 
director, deputy director, or the senior-most person (in terms of position) within the 
economic development department of the identified municipalities through emails or 
telephone calls to discuss objectives of the research and to extend an invitation to 
participate in an interview. Subsequently, reminder letters of ‘invitation to participate’ 
were sent out to identified individuals (see Appendix A). Several reminder emails and 
phone calls were made to the practitioners who did not respond to the initial invitation. 
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The invitation was stopped at the 20th interview. Cobin & Strauss (1990) suggested that 
interview invitations should continue until a saturation of themes is reached, which is 
typically between 20 and 25 participants. A point of saturation is obtained when any 
additional participants will not have any significant impact on the accuracy or outcome of 
the research (Athens, 1984; Baxter & Eyles, 1997). Indeed, by the time of the 20th 
interview, no new information was being obtained, and invitations were stopped. 
As noted earlier in this chapter, access to elites can be a very challenging (Yeung, 
1995; Richards, 1996; Harvey, 2010). Yeung (1995) expressed the need for researchers 
not only to observe some decorum but also to determine and cease all available 
opportunities for gaining access to participants. In this study, however, not many of the 
known challenges were incurred because the investigator’s supervisor had previously 
interviewed some of these officials, who were familiar with the broader research. This 
familiarity facilitated the initial contacts and subsequent interviews. It is also worth 
mentioning that the majority of the participants were very enthusiastic about the project 
and requested summaries of report and presentations of findings to be possibly made at 
the annual Economic Developers Corporation of Ontario (EDCO) in 2013. 
3.3.4 Conducting the Interviews 
 
Prior to the interviews, participants were given the flexibility to choose the 
interview locations. This flexibility for locations of interviews stemmed from the 
importance of locations in helping participants to provide very meaningful insights to the 
particular research (Elwood & Martin, 2000). Also, Elwood & Martin (2000) argued that 
conducting interviews in offices of participants helps in generating valuable knowledge 
because such locations instantly establish the elites’ positions of authority. Of the 20 
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interviews, 11 were conducted face-to-face. The remaining 9 interviews took place over 
the telephone. Efforts were made to have all the interviews done face-to-face; however, 
due to logistical constraints, all participants situated beyond 200km from the City of 
London had their interviews over the phone.  Nonetheless, both interview formats 
allowed participants to contribute their knowledge of and experience with economic 
development.  
Overall, 10 guiding questions with probes were posed to participants, with efforts 
constantly made to keep the dialogue within the objectives of the research (Appendix B). 
The use of the probes further provided clarity, although many of the questions that were 
posed were easily understood by participants. This was because a pilot project on the 
questions was done with colleague students prior to the actual interviews. Examples of 
the questions that were posed to participants are as follows. 
 Overall, has there been a change in the way you approached economic 
development over the past several years?  
 Probe: That is, from your experience, what would you say is the main 
difference between the current task of economic development and 
those of (the time you started this profession)? 
 How? Why? In what specific ways?    
 
 Have your economic development priorities changed over time?  
 Probe: How? Why? In what specific ways?    
 
 What are your thoughts on the role of municipalities in relation to attracting 
people vis-à-vis firms in the current global economy?   
 Probe: What is the relative importance of these two within the schemes 
of your economic development efforts? 
 Probe: There is the impression in some circles that factories, despite 
their past political appeal, are now environmental and political 
liabilities. Do you share this view?  
 
All interviews took place between June and August 2011, and they generally 
lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. The interviews were audio recorded with the consent 
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of the participants to ensure that the statements of the participants were accurately 
captured in subsequent analyses and interpretations. The recorded interviews were erased 
completely after all transcriptions were done.  
3.3.5 The Need for Rigour 
 
As part of ensuring that rigour was achieved in this study, efforts were made to 
adhere to the principles of triangulation, audit trailing, member checking, and accounting 
for competing explanations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Baxter & Eyles, 1997) to the 
perceptions of officials about economic development. Although it has been very 
challenging to define rigour, particularly in qualitative studies, Mays & Pope (1995, p. 
110) argued that rigour is achieved when a researcher is able “to create an account of 
method and data which can stand independently so that another trained researcher could 
analyze the same data in the same way and come to essentially the same conclusions and 
to produce a plausible and coherent explanation of the phenomenon under scrutiny.” This 
means certain guidelines and some consistency, including triangulation, need to be 
followed to ensure that rigour is attained in qualitative studies. 
Although interpretation of the data by the researcher is inevitable, the whole 
essence of researching the perceptions of economic development officials about key 
themes and approaches over the years was retained throughout the processes of data 
gathering, analysis, and interpretation. The need to remain focused on the key objectives 
of this research was paramount throughout this research to ensure that results, or 
outcomes, of the studies significantly reflected the views of participants. 
The absence of firm, clear rules does not compromise the outcomes of qualitative 
studies. In the absence of these rules, the guiding principles of qualitative studies 
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(Hasselkus, 1991) that were followed in this research not only ensured that analyses and 
interpretations by the researcher adequately captured the voices of participants but also 
ensured that the guiding principles are reflected the cardinal objectives of this research 
and contribute to theory development. Field notes, which were also gathered from the 
various interviews, formed an intrinsic part of the data and the report writing to ensure 
that relevant information was not left out.    
3.4  Coding and Analyses of Data 
 
Coding and analyses were done based on the information gathered from 
interviews with economic development practitioners, and the information gathered was 
augmented with economic development policy documents obtained from local officials. 
All information gathered was coded according to the perceptions, or text themes, of 
participants, coupled with thematic analyses. Also, the meanings practitioners attached to 
economic development were examined within a global context to further understand the 
changing field of economic development. The furthering of understanding occurred 
during discussions with participants to identify emerging themes and patterns that were 
relevant for coding.  
Coding is conceptualized as “the central part of qualitative data analysis and 
involves extracting meaning from collected textual materials” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 
2004, p. 410-411). Coding is also viewed as the way researchers organize texts and 
identify patterns (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). Both conceptions of coding above 
underscore a process that begins with identifying repeated words and phrases that 
inextricably share a relationship with the research goals and objectives. Identification of 
repeated words and phrases leads to the establishment of key themes through grouping 
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repeated words and phrases according to ideas. Subsequently, theoretical constructs or 
analytical concepts were generated through the merging of key themes into larger abstract 
ideas (i.e., nodes that were significantly closer to the goals of this research).  
Next, theoretical narratives, which are essentially a summary of theoretical 
constructs, were generated, and these narratives significantly aligned the research 
objectives with the subjective views of the participants. In addition to the coding, memos 
obtained from the field served as a bridge between narratives and coding to ensure not 
only that the data spoke for itself but also that the voices of practitioners were well 
reflected in analyses and writings. Furthermore, insights emerging from discussions and 
memos were incorporated into thematic categories to ensure that new ideas of essence 
were included. Given that data analysis is a very challenging task, coding is one of the 
key ways of making sense and meaning out of data. 
Interpretation proceeded with analyses to gain an in-depth understanding of data 
gathered, and the data were analyzed on a municipality-by-municipality basis. Next, the 
key themes, or codes, that were generated from interviews and public documents were 
interpreted in line with the objectives of the study through the use of NVivo software. 
NVivo is network builder software that can process various document types, including 
word processor documents, PDFs, audio files, database tables, spreadsheets, videos, and 
pictures. NVivo was used in this research not only for its ability to simplify data for 
analyses but also for its relevant contribution to theory development, such as economic 
development theory. Additionally, NVivo has the ability to transfer data between other 
applications, such as Excel, Word, End Note, and Statistical Package for Social Science 
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(SPSS), making it relatively easy to handle data, such as economic development data, and 
write reports.  
3.5 Ethical Concerns and Issues 
 
Approval for this research was obtained from the Office of Research Ethics at the 
University of Western Ontario (UWO) in June, 2011 (see Appendix C). As required, it 
was made very clear to all prospective participants that their confidentiality would be 
safeguarded and secured at all times. Each participant was given an ‘invitation to 
participate’ letter to read through and retain for their records. A slip with the signature of 
the respondent and the date of the interview was retained by the researcher as evidence of 
consent to participate in the research. The invitation to participate described not only the 
contact details of the ethics office but also the rights of the participants to decline to 
answer any questions with which they were not comfortable. Additionally, participants 
were informed of their rights to opt out of the study at any point in time without any 
consequences. The contact details of the ethics office were also provided to participants 
to use if they had questions about the research or if they suspected breaches of rights. 
Throughout the interviews, participants understood these rights, and there were no 
problems or objections to tape recordings for research purposes. The non-existence of 
problems probably stemmed from the fact that most participants were public officials 
who understood the purpose of the research and the essence of interviews. 
Confidentiality was strictly adhered to, and no information that participants 
provided was subsequently disclosed to any other person or group of persons. However, 
it is important to acknowledge that protecting confidentiality in cases where local 
economic development offices had small staffing levels was quite challenging because 
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other staff members were in the position to know who had been interviewed. While 
acknowledging this challenge, efforts nevertheless were frequently made to ensure that 
participants’ positions were never compromised, such as by giving positive comments 
about the interview, stating how friendly participants were, and explaining the ethics 
requirements for confidentiality. No compensation or reward was requested by the 
participants or offered to them. All participants, however, expressed interest in reading 
the final versions of findings of the project. Recordings of the interviews were kept in a 
securely locked cabinet at the residence of the primary investigator and later transferred 
to the investigator’s office at the University when the field work was completed. The 
audio recordings could only be assessed by the primary investigator and his supervisor, 
and these files were completely destroyed after the research was completed.  
3.6 Limitations of the Study  
 
In spite of varied importance of in-depth interviews, such as helping to understand 
complex societies, in identifying the key approaches to economic development, and 
despite the ability to conduct interviews within a relatively short time frame, they are also 
associated with limitations. This study was associated with lack of integration of political 
influence on economic development. In recent years, economic development has been 
increasingly influenced by political elites and this influence adds to the dynamics of 
economic development. This is because local officials of economic development tend to 
operate within a political environment; thus, many economic approaches or actions are 
determined by political decisions. Although it is imperative to state that an examination 
of the political angles of economic development may have made the study richer and 
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stronger, time and logistical constraints made it practically impossible to include political 
considerations in this research. 
3.7 Conclusion 
 
           As noted earlier, this research was based on a qualitative method. Data were 
gathered through in-depth interviews with practitioners of economic development in 
municipalities across Ontario. The in-depth interviews were based on a semi-structured 
and open-ended format with appropriate prompts. Semi-structured and open-ended 
interviews provided participants with the flexibility to express their views on the actual 
approaches to economic development over the years. Prior to the in-depth interviews, 
various municipalities in Ontario were considered and emails were sent to all. In total, 20 
practitioners were interviewed over three months during the summer of 2011. The 
selection of various municipalities across Ontario was with the prime aim of providing 
varied and rich accounts of the actual approaches to economic development by local 
officials. The subsequent chapters will serve to demonstrate how the various accounts by 
economic development officials tend to impact the objective of this study, which is to 
examine the perceptions of local officials on recent approaches to economic development 
as a result of ongoing global changes and a competitive economic environment.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 
4.1 Introduction 
 
The major objective of this research study was to identify and understand changes 
in economic development approaches and initiatives, if any, from the perspectives of 
economic development practitioners. Chapter 4 presents the results of this study, 
organized according to study objectives and the themes that emerged during the in-depth 
interviews (n=20) with economic development practitioners. This chapter also presents 
results specific to large, medium, and small municipalities, and the chapter describes 
similarities and differences among municipalities of various sizes, as appropriate.  
The findings of the in-depth interviews are organized into three broad categories: 
(1) the evolution of economic development approaches vis-à-vis global changes, (2) 
economic development initiatives being emphasized in various municipalities in recent 
years, and (3) specific arguments by critics and commentators and practitioners’ reactions 
to those arguments. Each broad category contains sub-themes based on specific 
quotations to deepen understanding of the findings. Direct quotations from the interview 
transcripts illustrate the themes and provide the context for the participants’ responses. 
Furthermore, they serve to demonstrate and explain participants’ perspectives and to 
support the conclusions of this study.  
To facilitate the reporting of the results, this chapter provides summary tables of 
responses for some of the broad and sub-themes that emerged (Seale & Silverman, 1997; 
Miles & Huberman, 1994). Furthermore, this chapter uses the following abbreviations to 
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identify respondents and municipalities: PLED = Practitioner of Local Economic 
Development; PRED = Practitioner of Regional Economic Development; LM = Large 
Municipality; MM = Medium (Mid-sized) Municipality; and SM = Small Municipality.  
4.2 Trends in Economic Development Field/Approaches vis-à-vis Changes in the 
Global Economy  
 
As noted in previous chapters, one of the key themes in recent economic 
development literature is the call for a “sea change” in policy making approaches vis-à-
vis changes in the global economy. This section presents the practitioners’ perspectives 
on this topic. 
4.2.1 Changes in Economic Development Approaches 
 
Practitioners unanimously agreed that approaches to economic development have 
changed over the past two decades (Table 4.1). Indeed, the officials drew sharp contrasts 
between the previous and more recent approaches, using such phrases as “dramatic 
shifts”, “major shifts”, “vast difference”, “tremendous changes”, and “big 
transformation” to describe changes in their economic development efforts. To quote one 
policy-maker who had been in the economic development field for about 21 years,  
…economic development approach has changed significantly in many 
communities across our province and beyond since the 1990s … I believe part of 
it has to do with global economic events over the years (PLED, MM, 2). 
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Table 4.1 Summary of changes in economic development approaches 
Approach Characteristics 
Previous approach  The approach primarily consisted of “smokestack chasing”.  
 Sources of growth were seen primarily as external (e.g., 
industrial recruitment).  
 The approach focused primarily on land development and 
infrastructure provision.  
 The approach was very reactive. 
Recent Approach  The approach has become more systematic  
 The approach emphasizes diversification of local economies. 
 The approach places strong emphasis on innovation and 
competitiveness 
 The approach has a local (economic gardening) and global 
focus (e.g., global marketing, global outreach). 
 The approach has become more diversified and holistic.  
 The approach has heavy focus on business retention and 
expansion.  
 The approach has a tremendous focus on people.  
 The approach has become more proactive to the local business 
community.  
 The approach has a strong focus on strengths of municipalities 
(determined through municipally-based analyses). 
 The approach has become more targeted.  
 The approach has a strong focus on community development.  
 
The policy-makers discussed at length specific changes to their economic 
development efforts. One key change they repeatedly mentioned was a move away from 
a “smokestack chasing” approach, which focuses on industrial recruitment, usually a 
major manufacturing plant. The following comments exemplify their perspectives on this 
change in approach. 
There has certainly been a dramatic shift in the way the profession is moving and 
the way economic development is carried out.... When the whole economic 
development profession started many years ago, it was envisioned as a bunch of 
salesmen like smokestack chasers; white belt, white shoes, come bring your 
factory or your plant to the city….Guess what, it’s not like that anymore… 
(PLED, MM, 5). 
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We are no more smokestack chasing. Now the idea is instead of chasing 
smokestacks, we start making your own smokestacks; it is essentially making 
your own. So that is where it has changed a lot (PLED, SM, 10). 
Instead of smokestack chasing, recent economic development approaches focus 
on retaining and expanding businesses to grow municipalities, with the argument that the 
costs and risks to municipalities are less. As one official commented,  
Back in the days, it was all about getting companies to come; it was business 
attraction and that was it. Now we focus more on things like on retention and 
expansion, keeping our footprint on what we have here, helping companies that 
are at risk or want to expand or invest and don’t really know how, small 
businesses and entrepreneurship as a significant focus, which was not really there 
before (PLED, MM, 16). 
Another practitioner echoed a similar view: 
 
The biggest shift that you see here, and I’m seeing it in other municipalities as 
well is that there is a shift towards retaining the local base rather than attracting 
new businesses…We still do have a very small percentage of our time spent on 
the actual business attraction, but probably 80% is spent on the retention side, 
especially over the past 5 years (PLED, MM, 5). 
Practitioners gave several reasons for the move away from smokestack chasing, a 
main reason being the approach is unsustainable and insufficient to support and grow 
local economies, as noted by one practitioner: 
There were lots of discussions about how we needed to be doing more than just 
the smokestack chasing. That is, more than just the industrial development. My 
colleagues recognized at some point that smokestack chasing was not sustainable 
and not enough to grow local economies (PRED, 2).  
Practitioners also explained that smokestack chasing developed a negative 
connotation and that municipalities that continued to focus solely on smokestack chasing 
were seen as not abreast with the realities of the global economy. As one official stated, 
“the whole economic development process was stigmatised because of the ‘smokestack 
chasing’ thing … such stigmatization gave us a clear message to change our approach.”  
Practitioners noted that they had worked hard to change the public perception of 
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economic development, mostly by adopting other significant new approaches, including a 
strong policy emphasis on retaining and expanding businesses. Practitioners, particularly 
those from the GTA, also stressed that another reason for the change in approach was the 
lack of available land for industrial development. The final reason practitioners offered 
was that smokestack chasing was not only expensive in terms of public resources but 
also, and more importantly, potentially “hit and miss”, as one practitioner stated. By “hit 
and miss”, practitioners implied that with persistent global instability and changes in 
production processes, large companies are able to switch from one location to a lower 
cost location, leaving municipalities that spent large resources on companies badly 
damaged.  
As a result of the reasons stated above, practitioners suggested that most of their 
recent efforts have focused on trying to generate growth internally or, as one official 
noted, “looking for eggs internally”. This point was particularly emphasized by 
practitioners from medium and small municipalities. A key component of the internally 
oriented approach is building capacities of small businesses. The following comment 
describes the shift from an externally oriented approach to a locally focused approach in 
which substantial economic development efforts are directed at finding internal 
opportunities for businesses to grow: 
Now, you see a big shift from a more global outreach, global marketing and 
investment to helping local companies with business opportunities, forming 
strategic alliances, finding distributors for businesses, areas to set up new 
operations, and things like that. So that’s kind of the major shift; going more 
locally focused, to that of going purely external and going more global (PLED, 
MM, 2).  
The practitioners also identified community development as another new and 
major approach. Officials perceived their municipalities as assets and increasingly 
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focused on approaches that promoted municipalities as suitable places for businesses and 
people. According to the officials, community development, as opposed to purely 
industrial attraction, is better suited to ensure economic well-being of municipalities 
without sufficient resources to compete for and recruit new industries. Although 
community development is not a new concept or approach, the manner in which 
practitioners now engage in community development is new. Now, community 
development efforts focus on effective community growth, or, as one official explained, 
“a holistic attainment of economic development at the local level.” The new conception 
of community development entails searching for new opportunities within the 
municipality and promoting those opportunities, such as opportunities for small business 
growth to strengthen municipalities’ economies.  
Community development was particularly discussed by practitioners from small 
municipalities seeking to enhance their economic bases. Among such municipalities, 
community development is considered to be the process of offering business 
opportunities, particularly because small municipalities are typically constrained by 
resources and are often susceptible to economic development challenges emerging from 
the global and national levels. According to one municipal official, 
We’re concentrating more on what you might call community development 
activities as well as festivals and events because we don’t have enough resources. 
We’re trying to drive a little more tourism into the area, trying to create a little 
more profile… (PLED, SM, 1). 
During the discussion about the changes in economic development approaches, 
practitioners talked about specific ways in which such changes have occurred over the 
years. For instance, they mentioned the need to ensure effectiveness in their economic 
development efforts. Here, many participants defined effectiveness as using approaches 
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to enhance benefits to municipalities and curtailing measures that possessed little or no 
economic value for municipalities. During the planning and implementation process, 
practitioners carefully designed monitoring and evaluation plans to ensure the 
effectiveness of their efforts. As commented by two officials, 
It is not only about taxes but we try to provide continuous support to businesses to 
ensure effectiveness. We provide counseling to prospective firms to ensure a good 
match with our strategic goals. We communicate this message to businesses 
looking to locate here (PLED, SM, 10). 
Unlike in the past, we’re now looking to engage small businesses in a more 
effective manner. We’re looking to reach small and home-based businesses to see 
what it is that they need, what can we do to help them grow from a 1 or 2 person 
operation into a 3 or 4 or 10 or 20 (PLED, SM, 7). 
Thus, under this revised approach to economic development, the key idea was not 
simply “throwing things at businesses” but rather ensuing that “whatever is thrown at 
them yields maximum benefit to them and the community as a whole.” To ensure 
effectiveness, the practitioners engaged in a greater degree of collaboration between 
economic development departments and existing businesses. 
The officials also identified targeting as another approach. One official linked the 
concept of targeting to the idea that a city cannot be a “jack of all trades”, or, what one 
scholar once described as “shoot anything that flies, claim anything that falls” (Rubin, 
1988). Through targeting, municipalities consider their capabilities and tailor their 
economic development initiatives to opportunities that fall within the goals and strengths 
of municipalities. Two officials from mid-sized and small municipalities, respectively, 
described their views of targeting as follows.  
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We’re very much targeting now. Indeed, it’s all about targeting now. Our target 
areas are based on our strengths. For instance, we’re very interested in anything to 
do with solar or wind power. We’ve targeted those 2 sectors because we have 
strength in these areas. The other sector that we’ve targeted quite heavily is the 
agro-food sector, and again that goes back to our strengths and the presence of the 
University here. We’re probably one of the top 2 agriculture centers in Canada, 
the other one being Saskatoon. We’re trying to play to our strengths with those 2 
sectors (PLED, MM, 4). 
There’s definitely been a change in the approach being certainly much more 
targeted and kind of conducting more of analysis of your communities. Instead of 
throwing out a broad net and taking any industry that can and will come along, 
which is always certainly invited and accepted, it seems to me that our community 
and others have really started to focus on either cluster development or filling 
gaps where certain industry is needed or could help supplement either larger or 
like-size industries in the community and really just taking more of a targeted 
approach… (PLED, SM, 7). 
Similarly, practitioners explained that municipalities also identified their core 
strengths, which helped with a more targeted approach, as indicated below: 
We target specific markets and we basically focus internationally on mid-size 
markets similar in scale to…., with similar profiles in terms of their economic 
base, where our companies are likely to succeed in terms of their export 
opportunities and where we have the strength in our economy to make us an 
attractive place for foreign and international companies to invest. So we are 
playing on our strength, so right now our focus is on US mid-size markets (PRED, 
3). 
Resource and budgetary constraints have made it practically impossible for 
municipalities to attract all components of economic development. Hence, practitioners 
noted that a targeted approach is necessary to ensure municipalities’ economic well 
being. As one practitioner noted, 
We learned to become more targeted as well as more realistic about our 
expectations; we’re not competing with New York or Paris or some of the major 
cities. We can’t just reach everybody because resources don’t allow for that and 
you end up not being successful in any one area if it’s too broad. We’re looking to 
see what the key industry sectors are and just to focus on those. (PLED, MM, 8) 
Even in situations with a focus on community development, municipalities could 
employ a targeted approach to economic development. As one practitioner stated, “our 
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direction is to build the community and not just sell land. So within that we have target 
sectors” (PLED, MM, 15). 
Regular surveys are a crucial strategy for promoting a targeted approach to 
economic development, according to several participants. For most of the officials, a 
systematic survey of their municipalities was either a ‘new’ element in their economic 
development processes or was more strongly emphasized than previously. In fact, 
participants noted that surveys or analyses of municipalities’ capacities were beginning to 
change in economic development efforts. The participants explained that surveys and 
analyses helped local officials to understand their municipalities and, therefore, aided 
efforts of targeting for economic prosperity. Municipalities frequently undertake surveys 
to increase the chances of successful targeting for economic well-being of their 
economies. As practitioners explained, without a proper understanding of municipalities, 
their capabilities, and needs, local officials will have difficulty ensuring development. 
One participant from a small municipality described the need for knowledge of 
municipalities as follows.  
So we go out there to interview businesses that are here now to find out how their 
experience has been and what we might be able to do to assist them to make sure 
that they stay here and they have any ongoing concern. With that data I run 
analysis and then I’ll make recommendations to council and try and make changes 
internally between departments so that we make it a little more business friendly 
for companies that are here, as well as companies that are coming in (PLED, SM, 
1). 
Addressing the same issue, the official noted that using a survey helped 
practitioners identify their strengths: 
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We did a commercial policy review in retail analysis and found out that we don’t 
have enough shopping opportunities here to keep people locally; we don’t have 
enough anchors to keep people entertained. By going through that survey 
exercise, they determined that we need an economic development strategy to 
target specific sectors. Through that exercise, we’ve been very effective in our 
economic development efforts. (PLED, SM, 1). 
Other officials, particularly those from small municipalities, recounted specific 
ways in which surveys were implemented to improve economic development efforts, as 
exemplified by the following statement. 
We actually went out and surveyed a hundred businesses in our community to get 
a handle on what the business climate is. A list of what we can do to make sure 
they continue to thrive and possibly expand. Two of the things that we’ve really 
been working on: one is trying to get the message across and not only talk the talk 
but walk the walk that we’re a business friendly community. Secondly, we’ve 
identified our development charges from an industrial standpoint. We’ve 
identified in the survey as a prohibition to some of the companies that had talked 
about and were thinking of expansion (PLED, SM, 7). 
Officials also strongly stressed the need to diversify the economic base. Recent 
global changes have created awareness among practitioners of the risks of over-relying 
on a single large company (e.g., a manufacturing company). Although this awareness has 
long persisted, practitioners are now much more aware of the need to diversify. A shift 
away from industrial recruitment has resulted in a more diversified approach to economic 
development. Many participants were of the view that placing priority on diversifying the 
economic base provides municipalities with opportunities to be robust, as captured in the 
comment below. 
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Those communities that were essentially ruled by one sector in the past are the 
ones that have been hit the most. It is rather those communities that had a diverse 
business base are the ones that survived well. Just because you have lost for 
example your automotive sector, all your other sectors are still going fairly well. 
For instance, we lost a number of jobs in the manufacturing sector but we made 
gains in the agricultural sector. And also the transferability skills; hopefully those 
automotive labour force have found their ways into other areas. So they may not 
be working in automotive plants but they are working with a manufacturing plant 
that is producing something else that might be in the market today (PLED, SM, 
10).  
Thus, the economic slump, especially with the decline of manufacturing activities, 
appeared to be a key reason for the recent emphasis on diversifying an economic base. 
Because manufacturing is not necessarily viewed as a very competitive source of 
economic development, many municipalities appear to be embracing diversification as a 
source of economic prosperity, as one practitioner explained: 
With the downturn of the automotive manufacturing sector, we’ve had to 
diversify, look at new opportunities, and take a closer look at what we’re really 
good at (PRED, 3).  
Although diversification of the economic base was stressed mostly by participants 
from municipalities that had previously depended on manufacturing, diversification was 
also a key economic development strategy for participants from cities and towns that did 
not rely solely on manufacturing, as noted below. 
We’re trying to diversify our economic base although we’ve never been overly 
dependent on the manufacturing sector. We’ve always seemed to go through 
recessions without much trouble because we do have three major sectors here in 
this city. That is the manufacturing, the agro-food, and the institutional sector. But 
we think diversification is the most prudent strategy to pursue in this volatile 
times (PLED, MM, 5). 
One other specific change to the economic development process that participants 
repeatedly discussed was economic gardening. Similar to community development and 
diversification, the concept of economic gardening is not new, but it has been 
enthusiastically embraced by practitioners in recent years. Economic gardening is 
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providing an enabling environment and the requisite support for growth of local small, 
medium, and entrepreneurial businesses in municipalities. The approach seeks to grow 
economies from within rather than hunting for “big fish” from the external economy.  
Although popular in the 1980s, the approach was abandoned in the early to mid-
1990s as municipalities saw opportunities associated with globalization. However, given 
the unpredictability of global trade and increasing financial constraints, many 
municipalities are returning to economic gardening. Economic gardening gives 
municipalities some control and less exposure to global trade risks and instability. Mid-
sized and small municipalities are especially pursuing this approach. Typical comments 
on economic gardening include the following.  
Rather than spending a lot of our effort and resources chasing ‘big game’ outside 
of our area, we’re focusing more of it now on economic gardening. That is really 
trying to support the small local entrepreneurs as a mean market place and try 
growing that segment. Our experience shows that it’s more effective to create 
employment opportunities and a better way to grow local economy (PLED, MM, 
15). 
In our strategies right now the catchphrase is ‘economic gardening’. It’s based out 
of Littleton, Colorado. That whole concept that 80% of your growth and 
expansion come from local entrepreneurs, you can be much more successful 
focusing on what’s here as opposed to spending it elsewhere. We see that to an 
extent, it’s been cited in a number of different studies and is being put into 
practice here in our community (PLED, SM, 13) 
Municipalities have not discarded industrial recruitment from outside local areas. 
Rather, municipalities are emphasizing industrial recruitment differently now within their 
economic development initiatives, as noted below.  
A lot of our activities have not been focused necessarily on investment attraction; 
we still do it but a lot of it is based on trying to support local business and 
retaining the companies that we have, expanding the existing companies (PLED, 
SM, 10) 
Another notable and repeatedly mentioned change in approach was the shift from 
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a reactive approach to proactive approach. Indeed, a number of the practitioners specified 
that economic development was once about a process of sitting in their municipalities and 
waiting for business opportunities to present themselves. However, global pressures and 
associated competitiveness had made that approach ineffective and inappropriate. The 
practitioners mentioned that they were compelled to be proactive by embarking on trade 
missions, not only to talk to business organizations but also to extol the virtues of their 
municipalities to players in the external market. Practitioners from large municipalities 
particularly endorsed this idea. As one participant explained, 
We were given an influx of financial and human resources about 3 years ago, it’s 
allowed us to be more proactive than reactive in our approach. Active trade 
missions were never used to be centerpiece of our strategy. Similarly, we never 
used to go out and talk to our businesses in a very proactive and organized 
fashion, but now we do. We have a corporate calling program where we’ve seen 
over a thousand businesses over the last 3 years (PLED, LM, 17). 
Although all participants were embracing a proactive approach to economic 
development due to its benefit, they noted that such an approach has been very 
challenging for some municipalities, in particular the smaller ones. Such municipalities 
are typically less resourceful, both in terms of finances and personnel. A practitioner 
from a small municipality enumerated the advantages of being proactive, but concluded 
that limited resources are a barrier to most small municipalities:  
I’m sure there are some offices that are more proactive and they get the programs 
and services out there. But because we’ve limited staff and resources, we’re still 
reactive. For example, the import/export marketplace is changing a little bit and 
we’re not getting as many calls for support from certain segments like import and 
exporters. We change to suit the needs of those that are calling in. We’re sure 
there are other departments that saw this change happening and focused and re-
concentrated their resources in different areas and tried to develop programs. I 
would do that as well if we had the required resources but as I say right now, 
we’re a little more reactive than I like to be (PLED, SM, 1).  
Similarly, a regional official, who had experience both as a municipal and 
85 
 
 
 
regional practitioner, drew a contrast between the two experiences:  
At the city level we were very reactive. We focused our efforts mainly on what 
businesses brought to us. It was the tradition or mentality over there. It’s also due 
to limited resources. But here at the regional level, we’ve a different mindset or 
attitude. We’re very proactive, we go global, we engage in partnerships with the 
consulate generals, with the province, with other communities like us and we 
promote ourselves abroad (PRED, 1).  
4.2.2 Global Forces Altering the Path of Economic Development 
 
Consistent with the literature, nearly all practitioners alluded to the influence of 
global forces on the shape, form, and the overall approach to economic development. 
Forces they repeatedly mentioned were fall of international trade barriers, competition in 
a common global market place, rapid technical changes and innovation, fragmentation of 
production process, and flow of immigration, among others. These forces present both 
challenges to and opportunities for municipalities.  
For example, practitioners mentioned that trade liberalization policies and rapid 
technological changes, especially within manufacturing companies, have allowed 
companies to separate production process from investment units. In most cases, 
businesses were taking advantage of global differentiation in labour costs, environment 
regulations, and so forth and had shifted some activities to low-cost countries. 
Practitioners lamented that this scenario left their economies very vulnerable, as captured 
in the comments below.  
We’ve lost a lot of companies from our community to low-cost areas. We’re not 
able to compete with those areas because they have lower labour costs and have 
absolutely no labour laws or environmental laws. We’re currently dealing with a 
manufacturing company which is in the process of moving to another place. It’s 
sad situation but there’s not much we can do about it. That’s the nature of the 
current global environment (PLED, MM, 9).  
Another noted that  
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We have a windshield company in our community which wants to move out… 
We heard they’re looking at somewhere in Mexico. If they move, we would lose 
between 400-5000 direct and indirect jobs (PLED, LM, 17). 
These global forces are exacerbated by various economic conditions. One such 
condition is fluctuations in exchange rates, which has adverse consequences on the 
survival and growth of businesses. The rising dollar was a particular concern, as captured 
below.  
We see a concern with the rising dollar because it used to be a plus for us. 
Everything is put into US funds, ours was always undervalued, but it doesn’t give 
us the benefit now. The US dollar and the strength of the Canadian dollar do not 
necessarily help international companies that are located in our community 
(PLED, SM, 3). 
Participants also stressed the impact of global forces on productivity and trade 
volume. In the past, the booming U.S. provided economic advantages for many Canadian 
municipalities, which led to increased trade between the two countries. However, the 
decline in the U.S. markets in recent years has had an adverse effect on many 
municipalities whose economies are strongly linked with the U.S. economy. These 
adverse effects include diminished trade volumes for many businesses and municipalities; 
business productivity has also been affected through exchange rate effects, crippling 
business performance and causing difficulties for municipalities. An official from a large 
municipality expressed concerns about the uncompetitive nature of businesses and 
municipalities resulting from the global economic crisis as follows. 
If you went back to the 1980s you’d find that Canada did probably 65-70% [or] 
more of its trade with the US. Everybody thought it was a problem then, too many 
eggs in one basket. Then our links with the U.S. even went stronger at around 85-
90%. The message all the time was the US economy was going to tank at some 
point, but nobody knew when or how quickly, nobody anticipated date, time and 
magnitude but it was inevitable. As the message would be with anybody, diversify 
your portfolio; there is too much reliance on a single source of export. Eventually 
it did, and we’re all in trouble and now particularly the manufacturers got hurt 
badly (PLED, LM, 12). 
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As a result of the global instability, nearly all practitioners reiterated the 
importance of diversifying their local economic base, which they viewed as a critical 
safeguard to their economic fortunes.  
Continuing with the discussion on trade, respondents believed that global forces 
had heavily impacted the structures of their municipalities, which had overly relied on 
manufacturing as a source of growth. Although participants acknowledged that global 
forces impacted the structures of their municipalities, they noted that this impact varied 
due to the sizes of municipalities, the compositions, and the kinds of strategies 
implemented to ensure economic development. One practitioner stated that  
There are always things that pop up that influence you in some way. Here we’re 
kind of reliant on foreign companies as we have a lot of automotive 
manufacturing. When the crisis happened in Japan with the nuclear threat, a lot of 
the Japanese manufacturers were overly reliant on getting parts supplied from 
them. We were trying to adjust to that and somehow get our manufacturers get 
their foot in the door with some of these Japanese automakers. So yes, because we 
live in global environment events elsewhere affect our economy. Just the degree 
is different, and being from a small municipality, it’s probably less of an effect 
here (PLED, SM, 1).  
Participants also discussed at length the impact of global forces on transportation. 
Overall, respondents believed that the impact of global forces on transportation resulted 
in increasing attention on the growth of local small businesses. As the price of fuel 
continues to rise, long-distance delivery and trade has become less viable. Regarding this 
change, participants discussed the need for increasing a focus on local businesses and 
promoting local markets to gain competitive advantage, a view consistent with the 
‘economic gardening’ approach described earlier. Although the impact of global forces 
on transportation is open for debate, the following comment summarizes some 
practitioners’ views on the effect of transportation on businesses and the economic 
fortunes of some municipalities. 
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Transportation costs have become much more important and it’s going to affect 
the kinds of businesses that come to our community. At this point there’s still a 
reliance on truck transportation and that’s very much something that’s factored in 
when a business looks at where they locate and where they expand. I’m hearing 
rumblings about where that’s going to go and whether or not people are going to 
be looking again at smaller operations, more localized because transportation 
costs is a major factor (PRED, 2). 
Practitioners also stressed that international immigration altered the direction and 
content of economic development packages at all levels. Not only does immigration bring 
vitality and dynamism to metropolitan areas but also it poses challenges for various 
municipalities and public policy. As the birthrates in many developed places, such as 
Ontario, continue to decline, immigration was perceived to be a key source of human 
capital, or talent, for revitalizing municipalities. Through their distinctive form of cultural 
capital, immigrants can enrich municipalities’ cultural economies. Global competitive 
forces have blurred national borders and increased immigration, enabling some 
municipalities to attract immigrants to increase entrepreneurship and community 
development. However, some municipalities have failed to attract immigrants, in part 
because such municipalities are either unattractive to immigrants or are unable to 
adequately position and promote themselves to immigrants.  
Given the potential for immigration to support economic growth, many 
municipalities and provincial agencies devised policies to attract and integrate 
immigrants in their municipalities, as stated by one practitioner:  
Within our region what we’re finding is some of the smaller communities are 
losing population and are looking at attracting immigrants as being part of their 
economic development and activities. Their efforts are being complemented by 
OMAFRA-Ontario Ministry of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs. OMAFRA 
has been leading discussions about immigration as a means of countering the 
outward migration of residents from rural communities. There’s a program called 
CIRRO and it was a pilot project to try and establish some best practices in 
encourages newcomers to come to an area and making sure that they had the 
supports for newcomers (PRED, 2). 
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Underscoring the importance of immigration, a participant from a mid-sized 
municipality discussed how their locality focused on attracting immigration, as follows 
We are trying to attract more immigrants to our community in view of the 
inherent opportunities for entrepreneurship. Our community is largely Caucasian 
and I think that puts us in some competitive disadvantage, especially as we enter 
more of a global economy (PLED, MM, 9). 
Participants provided specific examples to describe how immigration provided a 
foundation for their municipalities and how their municipalities implemented 
programmes and mechanisms to attract and settle immigrants, with the purpose of 
ensuring that immigrants were able to contribute meaningfully to economic development. 
One practitioner described municipal policies and practices in this manner:  
In terms of immigration patterns we definitely think that’s something that has 
affected us; about 50% of our population is born outside of Canada. We’re 
looking to embrace that even more than we have to date; I think we have 
embraced that. Part of our strategy is to connect with these various groups and 
immigrant organizations to see how we can help them to achieve some of their 
goals and to integrate into the community, in terms of setting out their own 
business and if they are entrepreneurial then that’s an option for them. They could 
look for jobs but also have entrepreneurialism as an option for them as well. 
Within our economic development package we have programs in place and we’ve 
started to implement where we’re starting to leverage and participate and be one 
of those business support structures for the immigrant community and those 
groups (PLED, MM, 8). 
Another practitioner said, 
We have developed an immigration attraction strategy; it’s one of the tenants of 
our economic development strategy here. It is to attract people in designated 
professions and to provide supports for them. We have a physician recruitment 
program here that has brought in 30-40 doctors in the last year. We’ve been 
working on this program for about 3 or 4 years now; it’s a core program within 
the economic development shop and we have a staff person dedicated to that 
(PLED, LM, 11).  
Global forces have also made it relatively easy for many municipalities to identify 
and vigorously pursue opportunities to ensure the economic health of municipalities. As 
one regional participant recounted, “We don’t ignore it where the opportunity exists. 
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Certainly the emerging global economy has given us more options than before” (PRED, 
1). Similarly, a respondent from a mid-sized municipality commented that “We’re not 
gonna shut off opportunities if they exist in North America. Quite frankly, we’re 
interested in opportunities whether they’re international, national, or regional” (PLED, 
MM, 4).  
The significant erosion of national borders and the implementation of world trade 
agreements enabled policy-makers to pursue economic opportunities, both locally and 
globally, to inject growth into municipalities. Global forces not only expanded 
municipalities’ opportunities but also led to the creation of “work opportunities for 
residents so that they don’t need to drive outside of the community” (PLED, MM, 8). The 
following comment by a regional official demonstrates the numerous opportunities that 
global forces provided businesses and, to a large extent, municipalities to improve their 
competitiveness. 
Globalization has opened opportunities for our companies [and] has made it easier 
for us to connect with the rest of the world. Our markets have opened up with so 
many places that allow us trade opportunities to sell in their markets. So while it 
has led to shrinking in certain sectors it has also created a wealth of opportunities 
on the export side which has allowed business expansion (PRED, 3) 
Although global forces provide numerous opportunities, municipalities have the 
responsibility to identify and take advantage of the opportunities for economic 
development. An official from a large municipality discussed the need to focus on niche 
strategies and opportunities to stimulate growth in municipalities, as follows. 
We need to be much more attuned to niche opportunities. We can’t compete head 
on with global players, global suppliers, who offer competitive products at much 
cheaper prices. So we have to look for opportunities where we really excel in 
Ontario (PLED, LM, 11). 
For some municipalities, niche strategies and opportunities include appropriate 
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positioning to take advantage of opportunities. For other municipalities, these strategies 
and opportunities entail a detailed focus on value-added opportunities. The comments 
below exemplify the various ways in which municipalities take advantage of the 
opportunities provided by the global forces. 
Everything that is in there can be made from bio based and that is where the big 
shift is coming; that is where we see the big opportunity and that is what we are 
trying to position ourselves for. We have been working more with producers to try 
and get companies to look at more value added opportunities as opposed to this 
commodity grown based crops (PLED MM, 9). 
 
We have carved out a niche for ourselves in the global market in mining, which is 
a significant industry globally. We’re taking advantage of the opportunity in the 
global mining industry (PLED, LM, 11). 
 
Global forces also link municipalities and the rest of the world. In this regard, 
municipalities are able to identify global linkages and opportunities to benefit local 
businesses. A respondent from a mid-sized municipality alluded to this view by stating 
that 
We can facilitate business opportunities down the road through global forces. We 
can get a better understanding of the supply chain and where there might be some 
gaps. We’re going to Brazil to investigate opportunities to see where there can be 
synergies, business opportunities. At the same time we’re inviting any of our 
businesses who are interested in the Brazilian market to participate with us 
(PLED, MM, 2). 
Advancements in technology have also contributed significantly to the 
opportunities that global forces make available to municipalities. Many participants were 
generally of the view that technologically equipped municipalities can realize the full 
potentials of opportunities presented by global forces. Several participants discussed the 
idea that technology is a crucial component that helps municipalities increase or identify 
additional opportunities. For instance, a local official from a small municipality stated 
that “for some of the smaller players like ourselves we [want to] be a little more 
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competitive, [and] we’re trying to leverage technology” (PLED, SM, 1).  
Some of the participants were also of the view that global forces that include 
rapidly changing technologies have resulted in new marketing opportunities to grow 
municipalities. Although personal interactions are still very relevant for marketing and 
promoting municipalities, technologies reconfigure the way marketing promotion is 
carried out by municipalities. New marketing opportunities embedded in technology have 
provided municipalities with the tools to market themselves and gain a global presence, 
even in the absence of the required resources for such promotional activities. In 
particular, social media, including Facebook and Twitter, have opened new avenues to 
serve changing approaches to economic development. The following comment illustrates 
the new opportunities associated with technology for marketing municipalities. 
Technology has changed significantly and the way we promote economic 
development too has changed but now with the internet, facebook, social media 
and also with the marketing campaigns have become viral and marketing 
campaigns have been direct to source like direct marketing (PLED, SM, 10). 
The officials also touched on various economic development programmes 
implemented to market and promote their localities. These programmes are exemplified 
in the following comment by a practitioner from a large municipality. 
We have a global marketing export initiative here that trains companies, works 
with them, helps them develop their exports and trade strategies, helps them in 
market activities in those markets, marketing and promotion, and outbound 
activities in selected markets globally (PLED, LM, 11) 
A regional official discussed the idea that promoting municipalities should not end with 
marketing but use marketing strategies to connect businesses for community 
development: 
We take a couple businesses with us when we go marketing, we host businesses. 
We connect businesses to businesses in both ways, when they come here and 
when we go there. So it is not just about us investigating markets, it is about us 
making direct connections as businesses enter those markets in both directions 
(PRED, 3). 
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4.2.3 Goals of Economic Development: more of the same  
In light of changing approaches to economic development and the influence of 
global forces outlined in sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2, the key question then becomes whether 
the goals of economic development have changed accordingly. When asked about the 
goals of economic development, practitioners unanimously agreed that the goals are 
unchanged. As one practitioner stated, “The goals have remained practically the same 
over the years…” (PLED, SM, 14). The forces shaping economic development are new 
and have significantly altered how the process is carried out, but the objectives have 
remained the same.  
Consistent with the discussion in Chapter 2, participants repeatedly echoed the 
goals of creating jobs and increasing the wealth of municipalities. All officials considered 
job and wealth creation as fundamental to economic development of municipalities . 
Municipalities across Ontario not only have devised various strategies but also have 
consistently pursued themes and implemented programs to create jobs and wealth. The 
perception that the goals of economic development have remained unchanged is 
illustrated in comments by both regional and local officials below,  
Our goal, first and foremost, is to create new jobs in this community, to bring 
prosperity to the community. This goal has remained the same for us and will do 
so in the foreseeable future. Our mandate is to create jobs. It’s all about jobs, jobs, 
jobs. Period! (PRED, 2). 
…the ultimate goal of any economic development strategy in our community is to 
increased employment and wealth. That’s what we’re judged on (PLED, MM, 5). 
Consistent with recent conceptualization of economic development, issues of 
sustainability have become central in policymaking, as noted by a practitioner from a 
small municipality:  
The broad goal of increasing jobs and increasing development is obviously there. 
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Drilling down into it, the goal of making our community more sustainable is 
certainly central to our agenda. Our focus is to try and work with companies and 
find out what their needs are and how best to achieve this goal (PLED, SM, 7). 
Respondents noted that municipalities contribute to creating jobs and wealth by 
strengthening and promoting efforts to establish and grow companies. The process of 
growing companies includes creating business opportunities that companies can use to 
ensure the competitiveness of municipalities. The practitioners reiterated the significance 
of small scale businesses in job and wealth creation, as noted below by a practitioner 
from a small municipality. 
We need to grow our employment base, we understand that and it cuts across all 
sectors. We need to promote the small business enterprises because they’re the 
backbone of the Ontario and Canada as a whole (PLED, SM, 3).  
The three regional officials interviewed for this study agreed with the view of 
local practitioners, with one official arguing that “without a strong, small-scale business 
sector, it’s impossible to have a stable local economy” (PRED, 3).  
During discussions of economic development goals, some practitioners 
distinguished between major goals and sub-goals of economic development but pointed 
out that both are designed to achieve a common purpose-create jobs:  
In our strategic document we’ve major and sub-goals of economic development 
but aim to create jobs…helping companies get started, helping companies to 
grow, bringing new companies into our community is ultimately the essence of 
our job (PLED, 1). 
Some officials discussed that municipalities are strongly emphasizing Customer 
Relationship Management (CRM). As they explained, CRM-equipped municipalities 
have a deeper understanding of the needs of businesses and serve these needs 
appropriately. As such, municipalities with better CRM skills have more potential to 
grow businesses than municipalities without those skills. The significance of CRM for 
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attaining the goals of economic development is described below by a regional official. 
Ensuring a strong customer service is definitely a key objective in our community 
because it’s easy to grow our existing investments than to attract new ones. We’ve 
been successful doing that (PRED, 1). 
Because economic development practitioners are mandated to work according to 
plan and justify their economic development actions, many participants underscored their 
economic development goals and the performance measures they initiated to achieve 
these goals. The following comment captured the extent to which municipalities strive to 
achieve economic development goals and how officials’ actions are measured against 
these goals. 
We have targets in terms of the number of companies we want to see per cluster, 
the number of companies we want to see in a year, our top 100, our top 25 per 
cluster, there are a lot of those within the strategy as well. Ultimately it all comes 
down to why we’re doing it, because we want to make sure they stay here, we 
want to make sure they grow, increase their employment and increase their 
assessment (PLED, MM, 5). 
4.2.4 Geographic Focus of Current Economic Development Efforts 
 
An outcome of the emerging global economy is that economic practitioners have 
a wide range of geographic scales within which to focus their policy attention, including 
local, regional, national, and global scales. The most noticeable finding on this issue is 
that the geographic focus of economic development efforts varies by size of the 
municipalities.  
Large municipalities have a strong external orientation in their economic 
development efforts. This is due, in part, to their resourcefulness and the diversity of their 
economies, which make them attractive to external firms. Additionally, their 
resourcefulness and diversity reflect their desire to promote themselves as global cities 
and to compete internationally. For instance, the 2008 strategic document for the City of 
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Toronto states the desire to position the municipality “as a leading global city of the 21st 
century” (City of Toronto, 2008, p. 5). This desire is reflected in the city’s economic 
development efforts since the 1990s, which Kipfer & Keil (2002, p. 236) noted are 
designed “to promote Toronto as an investment platform, pursue large scale projects …, 
and reinforce the dominant global city industries.” Mississauga, too, has consistently 
made global status claims in its successive economic development strategy documents, 
including the 2010 plan, which states that Mississauga “will inspire the world as a 
dynamic and beautiful global city for creativity and innovation, with vibrant, safe and 
connected communities…” (City of Mississauga, 2010, p. 36).  
Indeed, throughout the interviews, practitioners from large municipalities 
reinforced such global status claims, with one practitioner noting,  
Our avowed aim is to go out and engage the entire world. You’re much more 
visible as a city on a global stage. We need to be visible and active on a global 
stage, not just a local stage or North American stage, but around the entire 
world…we want to be seen as a world city (PLED, LM, 17).  
This focus does not suggest that the large cities neglect retaining and expanding 
business or recruiting businesses from elsewhere within the Canadian economy but that 
they emphasize pursuing firms located outside the Canadian economy.  
In contrast to the large cities, the geographic scales of the small municipalities’ 
economic development efforts are primarily locally and regionally oriented. Rather than 
actively seeking to lure business from elsewhere, they are taking active measures to 
nurture existing businesses. This is due, in part, to the fact that these municipalities lack 
the resources and the size, as well as the social, cultural, and economic diversity, to 
compete nationally and internationally. The local orientation is evident in the following 
claim by an official:  
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…a lot of our initiatives are local or regional because it has become hard lately to 
compete at that national or international level. We made a really conscious 
decision that our focus will be more local and regional (PLED, SM, 10). 
Practitioners from other small municipalities made similar comments, with one 
stating:  
We have never adopted an approach of trying to attract a business internationally. 
Simply because we don’t have the land, we don’t have the space, we don’t have a 
large park that you could put in a large factory for example. So we try and work 
more at a local and regional level (PLED, SM, 14).  
Another practitioner reiterated this theme, noting, 
We don’t have the capacity to go global or even national, so our strategy is 
primarily looking at retaining and growing what we have as opposed to going 
external (PLED, SM, 3).  
Mid-sized municipalities had no clear geographic orientation. Although some 
appeared to have local and regional orientations, others were globally focused, even 
while making effort to nature and grow existing business. Indeed, mid-sized 
municipalities appeared to direct their efforts at a mix of geographic scales. Their 
orientation was determined by strategic goals, available resources, the nature of the 
economic base, the strength of the economy, and competitiveness, among other factors. 
To illustrate the mixed orientations, a practitioner, whose economic development efforts 
were geared towards the global economy, noted,  
For us what is happening in Los Angeles or Boston, New York or London is more 
important to be honest with [you] than what is happening in southern Ontario. 
…our effort is more towards the global economy than our region (PLED, MM, 6). 
In contrast, other mid-sized municipalities had mixed orientations, with a 
practitioner noting, 
Our focus is both regional and global because we’re not gonna shut off 
opportunities if they exist in North America. Quite frankly we’re interested in 
opportunities whether they’re international, national, or regional (PLED, MM, 4).  
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Other municipalities, too, had mixed geographical orientations, depending on the 
strategy involved, as evident in the following comment.  
…from the attraction perspective, it is global. But from a retention perspective, it 
is regional and local (PLED, MM, 16) 
Municipalities with an equal mix of geographical orientations seemed to want to 
ensure that all growth and development opportunities were fully utilized, or, as one 
practitioner stated, “We don’t want to miss out on anything” (PLED, MM, 15).  
One way mid-sized municipalities tap into the global economy is by pooling 
resources to create and support a common economic development organization. 
Geographically close neighbours commonly establish regional organizations, typically to 
market the region to the global economy, with the goal of attracting new businesses, 
investments, and mobile talents. Under such arrangement, each participating municipality 
contributes a specified amount of money for the organization to use in global attraction 
endeavours. Because the regional organizations have explicit mandates to market their 
regions globally, individual municipalities can focus their attention and resources on local 
issues, including business retention and expansion. One practitioner described their 
arrangement as follows:  
[Our umbrella organization] markets the region to the world. We fund them to 
take care of external stuffs. Any investment, even if it’s coming from different 
parts of Canada will go through them first. If someone is specifically interested in 
[our municipality] only, regardless whether it’s national, international, or 
domestic, they can still come to the local offices and we would handle that. But 
because we delegate the global and national duty to [our umbrella organization], 
we’re able to focus our energy on local and existing businesses. (PLED, MM, 2). 
One of the most lauded examples of such regional organizations is the Canada 
Technology Triangle (CTT), an organization established by the cities of Waterloo, 
Kitchener, and Cambridge, along with some neighbouring townships. The CTT has a 
99 
 
 
 
clear mandate to attract investments from the international economy, enabling individual 
economic development departments within the region to focus on retaining and 
expanding businesses and on ensuring organic growth. 
4.3 Economic Development Policies in the Emerging Global Economy  
 
The present economy is said to be shaped by global rather than by local forces. One 
assumption is that the emerging global economy is characterized by an intense 
competition for limited mobile capital and other economic resources. Given the restricted 
institutional environment within which Ontario municipalities operate (see Chapter 2), 
the key question is what kinds of practical initiatives can municipalities take to gain a 
competitive edge in the emerging global economy? Also, how do they try to differentiate 
themselves?  
4.3.1 Being Competitive in the Emerging Global Economy: old techniques and 
new initiatives  
 
Overall, practitioners agreed that they needed to be competitive to ensure 
economic development. However, their approaches varied. Strategies and programs for 
competitive success were primarily targeted at municipalities’ core capabilities, resource 
availability, and potential for unique positioning for sustained economic development. 
Specifically, the practitioners indicated that they stayed competitive by extolling the 
unique qualities of their municipalities, which one practitioner termed their “comparative 
advantages”. Part of this comparative advantage involves a continuing emphasis on 
traditional techniques and policies (Table 4.2). Other initiatives, however, include more 
recent approaches, or what is generally referred to as “quality of life strategies”. The old 
techniques were typically designed to attract and grow businesses; more recent initiatives 
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are intended to entice young, highly talented, and creative individuals.  
Table 4.2 Summary of policies and issues being emphasized by municipalities  
Techniques Characteristics 
Old techniques  Providing developable, industrial service lands 
 Lowering development charges—especially in 
downtown areas 
 Keeping property taxes low 
 Investing in incubator facilities  
 Extolling municipalities as “business friendly 
environments”  
 Ensuring less bureaucracy (e.g., taking measures for 
efficient development approval processes) 
 Providing incentives for existing industrial and 
commercial property (e.g., brownfield redevelopment) 
 Emphasizing success and diversity of businesses 
Recent techniques  Investing in amenities and cultural activities to make 
themselves attractive to the emerging young labour 
force (e.g., waterfronts, walking trails, cultural 
festivals) 
 Emphasizing diversity (e.g., ethnic, cultural, groups) 
 Establishing research and science parks through 
collaboration between industry and universities  
 Investing in communication infrastructures, especially 
in ‘geographically isolated’ municipalities 
 Investing in people, labour force (fostering partnerships 
with universities) 
 Establishing regional partnerships to ensure economies 
of scale  
 Emphasizing advanced manufacturing 
 
As shown in Table 4.2, the old techniques revolve around keeping tax rates low 
for industries and commercial property and providing developable, serviced industrial 
land, frequently within publicly planned and industry-owned parks. Some academic 
observers and policy evaluators have criticized these strategies for their ‘outmodedness’ 
and have argued that they need to be discontinued. However, the extent to which 
municipalities use such techniques varied among the municipalities involved in this 
study. For example, the land-use strategies depended upon the amount of vacant land and 
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property available to develop and redevelop, respectively. Compared to the use of these 
strategies in large municipalities, the use of these techniques was popular with mid-sized 
and small municipalities because these municipalities appeared to have significant land 
resources and vacant properties.  
Regarding the way municipalities virtues are extolled, practitioners provided 
various comments to that effect, with one official stating,  
We see ourselves as a low cost municipality for business compared to the GTA 
from land charge rate to development charges, we are very competitive and have 
suitable locations for companies to reach out to the market. It is not that far, 
wherever you are going from [our municipality]. Also, we tend to have various 
industrial serviced lands at competitive prices and our development charges are 
lower compared to the GTA (PLED, MM, 16). 
When asked how they stay competitive and what techniques they adopt, another 
practitioner from a mid-sized municipality commented,  
We stay competitive by keeping the tax base competitive and development 
charges low. We have a very efficient development approval process; we will put 
together rapid response teams to facilitate projects as they come along. We have 
very affordable industrial serviced land, making sure the telecommunication 
industry is kept upgraded every way possible and major focus and as a way of 
going forward is strengthening our knowledge based infrastructure (PLED, MM, 
9).  
All municipalities represented in this study were adopting more recent strategies, 
including investments in amenities and cultural activities, emphasis on diversity, 
collaborative projects with universities (Table 4.2). However, the large cities appeared to 
emphasize these strategies more than smaller municipalities. Consistent with their desire 
to have a “global status” (see section 4.5), practitioners from these municipalities said 
that they see these strategies as an opportunity to engage the world and make their 
environment attractive for businesses and creative individuals globally. As one 
practitioner noted,  
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We really want to make ourselves a very competitive place not only in Canada but 
more importantly in the global economy. We want to be attractive place for our 
people, people and businesses around the world. We’re investing in labour force 
because it is the talent that would make us competitive. That is one of the reasons 
why we are now actively pursuing partnerships with universities and educational 
institutions and connecting with the provincial network for commercialization and 
innovation (PLED, LM, 12).  
Despite the greater emphasis on “old techniques”, mid-sized and small 
municipalities equally believe that quality-of-life strategies are critical in the emerging 
global economy. Participants discussed at length the need to emphasize developing parks 
and implementing community development programs geared towards creating 
‘livable’municipalities. As one local official noted,  
The quality of life, quality of place is very important and we definitely find that 
here in our community. A lot of companies move here because of that reason. It is 
a very important factor and I think it is up to the municipality to ensure that it is a 
livable municipality. I know that our community in particular does put a lot of 
effort into that. We have beautiful parks and trails, community programs, cultural 
events to promote the quality of life (PLED, MM, 8). 
Practitioners from mid-sized and small municipalities saw ‘recent strategies’ as a 
part of attempts to provide a comprehensive package, what one practitioner termed a 
“holistic package”, for their environments. Comprehensive packages were perceived to 
be more sustainable than individual packages because they provide avenues for attracting 
various businesses and for diversifying the economy, as captured in the comment below.  
You have to have total package, you have to have the lifestyle and you have to 
have the creative focus. When businesses are looking to relocate, they want to see 
what you have to offer, not only for their family and children, but for their 
employees. I think that is a big component. We’re identifying what kind of 
inventories we do have here now, and how to go about expanding and going into 
different areas (PLED, MM, 2). 
Regional practitioners also stressed quality-of-life strategies. They pointed out 
that people are crucial for economic development in the emerging global economy. 
According to one of the regional practitioners, 
103 
 
 
 
Economic growth is driven by people and communities are not gonna succeed 
unless they are placed in such a way that people want to come and stay and invest 
themselves personally. Municipalities have a role to play in supporting policies 
for example at the regional level, at the local level in things like forming art 
centres because of the close connection that exist between people and businesses 
(PRED, 3).  
Although quality-of-life strategies have received significant attention in recent 
economic development strategies, some practitioners strongly believed that 
municipalities’ assets should constitute their first selling point. For instance, if a 
municipality is richly endowed with tourism resources, that municipality should take 
every measure possible to harness those resources and heavily market the municipality 
based on those resources. The following comments exemplify practitioners’ beliefs 
regarding this approach.  
I personally believe that practitioners should first and foremost promote assets in 
their community. They should emphasize their strengths. We should not pretend 
to be communities that in actual fact we’re not. We hear all these talks about 
creating hip neighbourhoods in communities, arts scene, and so forth. Look we’re 
mining community and we’re never going to shy away from that. The fact, we 
would never become Las Vegas. Never! (PLED, SM, 3).  
…you can say all you want about making it a better place to live and everything 
else, but if you don’t have the jobs you’ll be in a real trouble. People are never 
going to come and live in your community because you have fun neighbourhoods 
or entertainment streets. I think you have to strike that balance between what you 
have as a community and what you want to become (PLED, MM, 5). 
4.4 Critics’ Arguments versus Practitioners’ Views on Economic Development  
 
As noted in chapters 1 and 2, economic development literature over the two 
decades is filled with arguments about what and how municipalities should engage in 
economic development in light of recent global changes. To date, however, no 
researchers have attempted to explore the views of those most involved in economic 
development. The remainder of this chapter focuses on four arguments that have 
dominated the economic development domain.  
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4.4.1  Manufacturing: it faces challenges but is still a vital tool of economic 
development 
 
To recap from Chapter 2, reliance on manufacturing as an engine of growth has 
come under close scrutiny. Such reliance has been described variously as a political and 
environmental liability (Blakely, 2001), as an outmoded approach, and as an obsolete 
approach to economic development (Waits, Kaballey, & Heffernon, 1992). The criticism 
is due, in part, to the challenges the sector has faced over the years, including plants 
closures (deindustrialization) that have left scars on urban landscapes in most North 
American municipalities. Plant closures have led to massive job losses and depressed 
municipalities. Other criticisms relate to (a) the cost associated with manufacturing (e.g., 
requires large land resources, financial incentives); (b) environmental implications and 
outcomes; (c) rapid technological changes and inability of segments of the sector to 
transform; and (d) the tremendous competition from low-cost countries. Thus, the key 
question in this section is what practitioners think about the role of manufacturing as a 
tool for economic development in the emerging global economy. 
Not only did practitioners feel a strong resentment about the criticisms of the 
manufacturing sector but also nearly all practitioners were optimistic about the role of 
manufacturing as a tool for economic development (Table 4.3). Indeed, some 
practitioners described the argument that manufacturing in North American 
municipalities is obsolete as “premature”, “hasty”, and “not so fast”, while others thought 
the sector’s economic role is still “vital” and “without a question”. Most practitioners 
admitted that the sector faces challenges, but some practitioners were quick to qualify the 
challenges, including a practitioner from a mid-sized municipality, who described the 
challenges as “transformational challenges”.  
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Table 4.3 Summary of responses about manufacturing within the present schemes of 
economic development efforts  
 Practitioners rejected the idea of manufacturing being presently outmoded strategy.  
 Practitioners disagreed with the assertion that manufacturing is a political and 
environmental liability.  
 Practitioners thought technological changes have advanced manufacturing process. 
 Manufacturing as a whole, especially advanced manufacturing, will continue to play 
a part in the economic development fortunes of municipalities in Ontario (e.g., job 
creation).  
 Manufacturing is a vital political tool. 
 
One issue practitioners repeatedly mentioned relates to incorporating new 
manufacturing operations, what is generally referred to as ‘advanced manufacturing’. 
Officials enumerated several important changes aided by technological advancements in 
manufacturing processes and identified key areas of manufacturing that have emerged in 
recent years. The practitioners described the environmental liability argument as 
“unjustified”. For instance, one practitioner rhetorically asked, “How can you describe a 
company that is involved in the production of solar panels as an environmental liability?” 
For this practitioner and others who shared the same position, the emergence of new 
manufacturing areas has given a new image to manufacturing, an image that suggests 
economic prosperity for most municipalities in North America. A participant from a 
small municipality commented on this argument as follows. 
I guess it depends on what the factory or industry is. If they’re building solar 
panels are they environmentally unfriendly? To me it doesn’t matter what the 
impression is because if you’re talking about the old image of smokestack, billing 
smoke out into a community and harming the environment, certainly that’s not the 
kind of perception that you want to have. Most industries now are already in tune 
with being environmentally sensitive. So I don’t think I would be so concerned 
about that. No matter what people say industries will continue to be vital part of 
our communities here in Southwestern Ontario (PLED, SM, 7).  
In a similar comment, a respondent from a mid-sized municipality asserted that 
environmental and political liabilities could only be associated with factories of the past. 
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According to this practitioner, factories have become very efficient in their 
manufacturing process and have increasingly become responsive to the environments in 
which they operate, as pointed out below: 
When you look at factories, unfortunately you have people thinking of the 1940s, 
dirty factory that is environmentally not conscious. Part of it is when you walk in 
factories now they pride themselves on the environment. A lot of the 
manufacturers here in our community are actually moving quicker than other 
industries on adopting environmental approaches towards how they handle and 
treat waste product from their process-whether liquid, scrap metal etc. They 
understand, are willing and really want to play a role in building a better 
environment for not only the city but for the country, or the environment they’re 
in (PLED, SM, 13). 
The practitioners argued that although tremendous changes have occurred in the 
manufacturing sector, commentators have not been forthright about those changes and the 
public is either ignorant or ill-informed about them. One practitioner commented, “I don’t 
think public perception about manufacturing has caught up with the realities of where the 
manufacturing economy has gone. They’re either ill-informed or are simply not aware of 
the changes” (PRED, 2). Within this context, practitioners described commentators’ 
perspective that manufacturing industries are liability as very shallow because factories 
have adopted green technologies and because many municipalities fiercely compete to 
attract such industrial technologies. A respondent from a small municipality expressed 
these sentiments, commenting that 
Any of the industries that we have within this community are very green because 
they have changed their manufacturing. We have worked with them to bring them 
online for environmentalism as well as electricity and energy programs. A lot of 
our parent companies that are here are very green and a lot their corporate 
mandates are environmentally friendly (PLED, SM, 3).  
To further reinforce the view that manufacturing activities have become 
technologically advanced, practitioners recounted specific scenarios in which advanced 
manufacturing could not be associated with liabilities, as noted below. 
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Samsung [is] a really great example. They’re producing equipment and material 
for the wind industry. Almost every community in Ontario wanted Samsung to 
come to their community. It created 4-5 hundred jobs, manufacturing jobs [and] 
produces material, yet it’s targeted to the Clean-Tech sector. Such a company and 
many others could not be a liability (PLED, MM, 4). 
We’re dealing with a German company that just bought some land off of us. The 
level of detail that they’re going through, the design of their building in terms of 
reducing environmental impact, what the building looks like, how the site’s going 
to be developed, how they’re going to do their operations is just incredible. I do 
not think this can be classified as a liability (PLED, LM, 17).  
Thus, the general sentiment was that industries are technologically advanced and 
highly engaged in cost-saving operations that make them competitive and that help 
sustain the natural environment. For example, industries help sustain the environment 
through active recycling of by-products. A practitioner at the regional level reinforced 
this notion, stating that: 
In fact the manufacturing operations that I’ve watched evolve, they’re so 
concerned about driving the cost out of every element of the production process, 
that there is very little waste. There are companies now, for example, if you use 
oil to cool some part of the process and you’ve got an oil quenching component, 
that oil is recycled. There are companies that specialize in the recycling of that oil 
to be used in some other application. If you’re producing a plastic piece, any 
waste is melted down or incorporated in something else. It’s just phenomenal how 
little waste there really is … (PRED, 2). 
Recent advanced manufacturing processes are said to lead significantly to the 
creation of high-quality jobs for local residents. Unlike the old manufacturing activities, 
focused on creating a high volume of jobs, current manufacturing plants tend to target 
technically inclined workers, leading to overall higher wages for workers in industries, as 
captured below: 
 
 
We’ve moved on, not just in [our municipality] but in the Province. There are 
some low-tech assembly time positions but for the most part when you see 
manufacturing come in it’s at a completely different level now. The person on the 
floor, although may not have the level of education through a college program, 
108 
 
 
 
they require basic technical skills. There is a different mind-set to it. It’s not like 
in the past, where you showed up with a high school degree or not (PLED, SM, 
13). 
Along the same theme, another practitioner commented,  
Manufacturing is 90% automated and it is the most fascinating thing to watch, it 
is all technologically driven and people are walking around with tablets, 
monitoring things, there are all these great things going on and you know that the 
people in there are not any longer graduates from high school (PLED, MM, 16). 
In light of the opportunities of advanced manufacturing, many officials believed 
that despite the significant increase in the growth and attraction of advanced 
manufacturing, many municipalities still faced the challenge of creating awareness. One 
official noted that “I think it’s just the message that’s not getting communicated very well 
that the factory of yesterday has been cleaned up” (PLED, SM, 13).  
Although the need for competitiveness and environmental concerns has led to the 
evolution of manufacturing activity, participants also associated advanced manufacturing 
with stimulus funding from levels of governments. Incentive packages from provincial 
and federal governments have provided opportunities for municipalities to implement 
redevelopment programs to either ensure or boost competitiveness and sustainable 
development.  
Closely related to incentives as a boost to advanced manufacturing, a few officials 
noted that strict regulatory instruments helped keep factories in check. Regulatory bodies 
are mandated to approve factory establishments and to monitor and evaluate those 
establishments. As a result, many manufacturing companies comply with standards, 
culminating in advanced manufacturing activities in various municipalities. According to 
a regional official, “There are so many restrictions now on how they operate that I don’t 
think a new operation constitutes a liability” (PRED, 2). However, despite the recent 
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challenges associated with manufacturing, practitioners believed manufacturing was 
important to their economic development plans.  
Practitioners repeatedly mentioned manufacturing as a source of immediate job 
creation and revenue generation. As one argued, “Manufacturing may change, but I still 
think that many municipalities would kill themselves to have a major employer come into 
their community if it’s a manufacturing type company” (PLED, MM, 4).  
Consistent with the literature outlined in Chapter 2, some practitioners linked a 
viable manufacturing sector to politicians’ successes. Politicians do not consider 
industries as political liabilities because they provide a platform to create jobs and to 
retain their positions, as captured in quotes below.  
A factory has jobs and jobs are good news for any politician. Are they heavy users 
of land and do they fit into the whole intensification model? Sometimes yes, 
sometimes no. It is what it is, to an extent, but they definitely have their place 
(PLED, SM, 13). 
I think as far as political issues from a community, provincial or federal level, I 
think politicians are looking for jobs. So if having factories here creates a lot of 
jobs, that’s their motivation. They’re never going to allow industries to disappear 
completely from our landscape. In fact, it’s naive for anybody to think they’ll go 
away (PLED, MM, 8).  
Opportunities for growth are closely related to job creation. Some practitioners 
asserted that industries, in general, have a growth impact that increases prosperity for 
many municipalities. A regional and local official, respectively, described the benefits of 
industries as follows. 
I don’t think factories will go away and I don’t subscribe to the fact that factories 
per say are bad. For our economy to flourish, we do need to continue to produce 
products here and the kinds of products will shift over time but I don’t see 
factories per say as negative. I see the retention of factories and the positive use of 
growth as a positive sign for our economy (PRED, 3). 
Factories employ many people with significant economic impacts. No community 
in their right minds would say no; we don’t want factories (PLED, MM, 16). 
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Practitioners admitted there was an ongoing transition from the old to advanced 
manufacturing and that this transition provided temporary and permanent job 
opportunities for people with various skill set, as exemplified by one official, who noted, 
There is still that transition going on with the factory employees and the 
automotive sectors that don’t have a lot of education but they still need jobs. So 
we don’t ignore it where the opportunity exists. They’re not always short term but 
sometimes the companies, the original equipment manufacturers, can’t produce a 
turbine in [other places because] it just costs too much. So they’re going to 
assemble the turbine here, as long as there is a market and we’re part of the long 
term opportunity. If your population was entirely educated, that would be one 
thing, but they’re not (PRED, 1). 
4.4.2 Financial Incentives and Physical Infrastructure in Economic Development 
Efforts—their role cannot be underestimated  
 
As noted in chapters 1 and 2, the emerging economy is argued to be driven by 
knowledge, and not physical resources. As such, critics consider traditional factors of 
material production, such as financial incentives and physical infrastructures, as obsolete 
means of economic development. The question, though, is what practitioners think about 
their current role. 
Despite the importance of knowledge-based strategies for competitiveness in the 
emerging economy, practitioners argued that the significance of incentives and physical 
infrastructure for economic development cannot be underestimated. They noted that the 
value of financial incentives and physical infrastructure for economic development may 
have declined in the emerging knowledge economy, but their use is not obsolete (Table 
4.4). Practitioners dismissed the criticism that incentives and infrastructure are 
“outmoded”, with one practitioner providing the following analogy.  
Believe me incentives and infrastructures are still very important. Don’t believe 
everything you hear. It’s easier said than done. You will hear commentators write 
some articles saying that companies are not coming because of incentives but 
rather because of well-equipped workforce and so on. That is only partially true. 
Assuming you have apples to apples and if you are a company and you are 
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looking to locate a head office somewhere and all things being considered equal, 
and you have one community saying we don’t give incentives because we are so 
awesome by the way, we are not going to provide you with infrastructure over a 
community that says that you know what we have all those things plus we gonna 
give you some infrastructure and we gonna give you some incentives, where 
would you go? (PLED, MM, 16).  
Another practitioner agreed, stating,  
Even though knowledge is less about brick and mortar and we are getting into the 
face of clicks and mortar, it is going that way but it is not there yet. The fact that 
the knowledge industry does not necessarily need brick and mortar does not mean 
it does not need incentives. Trust me any business looking to locate is interested 
in knowing what incentives and physical facilities are available, what deals are 
available and it is all ingrained within the business (PLED, SM, 10).  
The two preceding comments were typical, with most practitioners arguing for a 
balance between using knowledge strategies and using financial incentives and 
infrastructure investments. However, practitioners from mid-sized and small 
municipalities seemed to have a somewhat stronger support than practitioners from large 
municipalities for the continuing value of traditional production factors for economic 
development. In contrast to mid-sized and small municipalities, large municipalities have 
diverse and well-resourced economies, and practitioners from large municipalities viewed 
the emerging knowledge economy as an opportunity to adopt new, innovative policies for 
competitiveness.  
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Table 4.4 Summary of views about the role of financial incentives and physical 
infrastructure within economic development policies  
 Most practitioners thought financial incentives were still germane. For instance, 
financial incentives were significant for redeveloping existing properties (e.g., 
brownfields).  
 Financial incentives are also vital within the schemes of community improvement 
plans (CIP).  
 Physical infrastructure is equally crucial to the success of economic development 
processes (e.g., research and development facilities, incubators, business parks).  
 Financial incentives and physical infrastructure have value for North American 
municipalities, given strong competition from low-cost countries.  
 Although knowledge is essential, it is only part of the resource. Physical 
infrastructure is imperative to tap other resources withinmunicipalities.  
 Municipalities’ resources and assets affect economic development. For example, 
municipalities that have natural resources need the physical infrastructure to extract 
and export them.  
 
In particular, local officials from mid-sized and small municipalities noted that 
incentives and infrastructure were still very essential to their development efforts if they 
were to stay competitive within the larger global economy. Practitioners pointed to strong 
competition from low-cost producing countries (e.g., low costs of labour, lax 
environmental regulations). They explained that without efficient physical infrastructures 
and financial incentives, their economies could not compete effectively with such 
countries. Additionally, practitioners from mid-sized and small municipalities compared 
themselves with larger cities within Ontario and Canada and argued that larger 
municipalities have a host of advantages already in their favour, such as a diverse 
economy, a large population base, and an efficient infrastructure. Subsequently, they 
justified the use of financial incentives and continuing investment in physical 
infrastructure as a way to be competitive, or, as one practitioner stated, “to ensure a 
reasonably equal playing ground” (PLED, MM, 6). 
Practitioners provided additional reasons for financial incentives and investments 
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in infrastructural facilities. For example, practitioners argued that without financial 
incentives, private businesses will normally be reluctant to invest in risky projects that 
involve a large capital outlay, most notably brownfield projects. A practitioner posited 
that  
I definitely think that financial incentives are relevant to economic development 
in [our municipality]. I don’t think we would have seen half the brownfield 
redevelopment we’ve had in the last 10 years had we not had the provincial 
incentive program (PLED, MM, 5). 
Furthermore, practitioners generally agreed with policies in Ontario that prohibit 
municipalities from giving bonuses to attract businesses for economic development 
purposes. An unrestricted environment, the practitioners argued, can lead to “municipal 
warfare”. Instead, they strongly supported incentives for broader municipal projects, 
projects that will generate growth and enhance municipalities’ well being, as one 
practitioner explained below. 
Municipalities are being very creative in the incentives that they can provide. The 
municipal act says that you’re not allowed to provide incentives. But there are lots 
of ways to work around that if a municipality wants to. Whether it’s provisioning 
of services to the site that weren’t there before hand, whether it’s assisting with 
funding applications to a greater extent than a lot of other communities would do. 
Overall I think incentives that are targeted at community based-projects are 
important (PRED, 2).  
Some practitioners provided specific scenarios whereby the provision of physical 
infrastructure helped attract companies, as captured in a regional practitioner’s response 
below.  
An example is in Windsor where a wind turbine company was looking for a 
building facility. There was a building in the city that was tooled a mold facility. 
The economic development office actually found them a different smaller 
location, so that they could locate this wind turbine company in the old building 
which is a huge facility at very attractive prices. So it’s not technically an 
incentive because they went above and beyond and the building that this company 
has landed in is way below market rates. Did they provide a financial incentive? 
Well, not technically. Was it a huge financial incentive to the company? The 
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answer is absolutely yes (PRED, 2).  
Many of the officials believed that incentives and infrastructure are fundamental 
for designing and implementing knowledge-based strategies. As one official noted,  
You can’t just implement your knowledge-based policies anywhere, you’d have 
to have some sort of R&D facility already or you need to have some physical 
attributes that makes your R&D focus more welcomed by some corporations. The 
infrastructure of the city is very important to attracting the knowledge economy 
(PLED, SM, 1).  
Similarly, a practitioner from a small municipality emphasized that, in addition to 
infrastructure for promoting the knowledge-based economy, the municipality focused on 
support services for economic prosperity. As this practitioner explained,  
The physical infrastructure is still very important. There is no doubt about that. 
We’re working with the municipality, the region, the city of Toronto, the province 
and the federal government to improve the transit infrastructure and the road 
infrastructure so that we can attract the right business and people to the region. 
That type of infrastructure is still central to economic development (PLED, SM, 
7).  
Furthermore, practitioners asserted that communication within the municipality 
was crucial for circulating knowledge and, consequently, developing a knowledge-based 
economy. Although ideas can be exchanged from home locations, face-to-face 
interactions, which are very effective for producing innovative ideas, typically occur in 
facilities. Thus, providing an efficient communications infrastructure to exchange ideas 
between people and businesses is critical for developing a knowledge-based economy, as 
indicted by the comment below. 
Personal interaction is hugely important. If there was a school of thought that said 
with the internet and electronic communication everybody could just stay home 
and you didn’t need buildings, you could just share knowledge online somehow, 
yes you can do that, people do that, and yes it’s useful but business is still driven 
by relationships. You have to personally engage people within a physical 
environment (PLED, LM, 12).  
The officials postulated the ability to create a knowledge-based economy without 
115 
 
 
 
infrastructure is theoretical only. In practice, however, creating a knowledge-based 
economy not sustained by infrastructure is inconceivable. One participant from a mid-
sized municipality explained that the municipalities’ economic prosperity was based on 
either land or a readily available infrastructural network: 
I believe in the concept that building the knowledge economy is key and central 
but we still work within the parameters of a built urban structure. So we have 
developed many things with land that has made our good luck happen. For 
example, we have a number of think tanks in [our municipality], those all 
happened because [our municipality] came to the table with either land or 
infrastructure. If we don’t have a place to put our employment, we will still lose 
the deal, so place still plays a role. As an economic development philosophy and 
approach, I will agree with this but I would not say land and infrastructure are 
irrelevant since they are still part of the equation (PLED, MM, 15).  
Only three of twenty officials thought that knowledge-based strategies were more 
important than financial incentives and physical infrastructure. One of those participants 
claimed that implementing knowledge-based strategies increased interest in the 
municipality by well-known multinational firms, as recounted below.  
…because we were able to embrace knowledge-based strategies, it’s has put us on 
the international map. Why do you think Microsoft always comes here to secure a 
lot of our employees and university graduates? It’s no secret that because we do 
have that talent right here. So knowledge policies are really critical for us (PLED, 
MM, 2).  
4.4.3 Growing the Pie through Collaborative Arrangements 
 
As stated in Chapters 1 and 2, one sustained argument over the past several years 
is the need for collaborative arrangements among and within municipalities to solve 
common problems. Consistent with recent discussions, practitioners generally agreed that 
collaborative partnerships of many municipalities are important for effective economic 
development in the current uncertain and competitive global economic climate. As one a 
participant stated, “Collaboration is an absolute must, and I don’t think anybody is going 
to survive if they can’t figure out how to partner and grow” (PLED, LM, 12). Although 
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officials unanimously agreed on the importance of collaboration, practitioners from small 
and mid-sized municipalities emphasized collaboration more than practitioners from 
larger municipalities. The practitioners gave a variety of reasons for their support of 
collaboration (Table 4.5).  
Table 4.5 Summary of views about the importance of collaboration in economic 
development  
 Collaboration permits access to the global market.  
 More can be achieved through collaborative arrangements than through individual 
efforts.  
 Through collaboration, larger regions can be more competitive at the international 
level.  
 Collaboration ensures economies of scale.  
 Collaboration gives regional identity.  
 Collaboration helps municipalities effectively use scarce resources.  
 Collaboration reduces unnecessary inter-municipal competition.  
 Collaboration permits sharing of knowledge and best practices.  
 Collaboration is more appealing to upper levels of governments, which improves the 
potential for funding.  
 
Practitioners argued that because individual municipalities in Ontario are small 
and mostly unknown to international business, municipalities need cooperative 
arrangements to gain a global presence. Furthermore, they generally agreed that efforts to 
gain a global presence should take precedence over all other considerations. Thus, they 
argued, municipalities need to pool their resources to “go in with a bigger bang and a 
bigger picture and a bigger story to tell the potential clients” (PLED, MM, 4). One 
practitioner observed that if municipalities in Ontario can “get the external world to know 
and get an interest in this part of Ontario, then individual cities can compete and put their 
best foot forward as to which location businesses would go to” (PLED, MM, 2). In the 
following two comments, practitioners of mid-sized municipalities attempted to link 
collaborative networks with the ability to gain an international outlook through such 
networks. 
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We’re a small municipality when you compare us to major city centers we’re not 
known. In fact, if Toronto, being our major city in Canada, is not known 
internationally then [our municipality] is certainly not going to be on everyone’s 
tongue. It’s best to work together so that everyone internationally knows about 
this region as a whole. From there, once they’re familiar with Canada, with 
Ontario, with this region, then we can let them know about the benefits of our 
particular area. I think on a global level you do need to work as a larger region to 
make any impact (PLED, MM, 8).  
For me, what really hits home is that people don’t know [our municipality] and 
even overseas they just don’t know Ontario. Do you know what they know? 
Toronto. So if they don’t know Ontario then how can you market yourself as 
being from Ontario? So, collaborative partnership with many communities is an 
effective way to go especially in international presence (PLED, MM, 5).  
Respondents from mid-sized and small municipalities also stressed that in an 
ever-globalizing world, collaboration was a guaranteed strategy for municipalities to 
achieve success, as opposed to competing for economic development as individual 
municipalities. One practitioner stated that 
You cannot plan for a community in isolation. You need to work cohesively with 
your partners and partnering municipalities. Actually we work with the county as 
well. We share transportation initiatives, clean water initiatives, electricity, and 
employment (PLED, SM, 3).  
Regarding increasing the speed of innovation, practitioners noted that 
collaborations allowed municipalities to tap into creative opportunities by partners. 
Practitioners from small and mid-sized municipalities described the significance of 
collaborations for creating innovative ideas in their various municipalities, as one 
practitioner explained below.  
We are all in that global game together and you cannot win as a single, you have 
to have partners, you have to innovate, you have to come up with the new ideas 
and one of the analogies that one of our employers used is like eating ice cream 
on a hot day in July, so the moment that innovation comes out into the market, it 
starts to melt and your competitors would be there to copy it and make it for 
cheaper, sometimes even before the patent of trademark is actually stamped. So 
the speed at which we innovate is tremendous and it is all about coming out with 
the new and you have to be riding up the escalator faster than the steps of the 
escalator are going in order to stay in front of the park, it is all about staying at the 
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front (PLED, MM, 15). 
Collaborative partnerships are more than partnering among municipalities. They 
also involve partners from within those municipalities-with host of stakeholders. Such 
internal partnership, the practitioners claimed, are equally fundamental to effective 
innovation and competitiveness. Partnerships entail interactions among people for sharing 
knowledge and best practices, as described in the following comment. 
Collaboration is really the key to success, whether or not it’s internal and is a 
building of different divisions [of] public/private sectors. It is pushing people into 
a room and the basic questions are: what I can do to help you, what can you do to 
help me be more effective, and we can shake hands on it. Our approach to this 
type of thing is not prescriptive, we don’t tell people to do anything, we just say 
here’s a bunch of smart people and put them in the same room. If there is a deal 
on the table, they will find it themselves and if there’s not we’ll bring in more 
people or we’ll change the people around because it is all about growing the pie 
(PLED LM, 12).  
As explained by the practitioners, partnerships within municipalities contribute to 
the economy and the municipality, as a whole: 
Everything we do here is in collaboration with our community partners. Our 
economic development board, our Economic Development Corporation, is made 
up of representatives of [all] sectors. We have them on our board not just because 
of their names or their faces in the community but because what they bring 
together are the strengths and the linkages and synergies that are critical to 
development. Everything that we do here is with a view to increase inclusiveness, 
collaboration and the maximization and leverage of all of the facets that 
contribute to our economy and community (PLED, LM, 11).  
Beyond the global pressures for partnerships, practitioners noted that local and 
national factors had increased receptivity for collaborative arrangement, including 
increased budget constraints and funding opportunities from higher levels of government 
for municipalities engaging in collaborative projects. One local official asserted that 
“You got to do things as a consortium or in some sort of partnership because budgets are 
tight and to get the proper message out there you can’t do it as just one municipality” 
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(PLED, MM, 4). Consequently, municipalities are examining a broad range of 
collaborations that include governments and government agencies at the regional, 
provincial, and federal levels. The following comments describe how budget constraints 
underscore the need for collaborative arrangements.  
Nobody can do it on their own and I don’t think it’s just collaboration between 
municipalities but it has to be collaboration up and down through the government. 
Provincial, regional and municipal, all working together and knowing how to help 
each other and grow and find a growth plan forward. The other side of it is sheer 
economics of municipal budgets and stuff like that. You only have access to x 
amount of resources and if there’s a way to collaborate with one community of 
region and do something else and bring those resources together, I generally find 
the outcome is usually stronger (PLED, SM, 13).  
At the provincial and federal level, a lot of the funding programs that are available 
are tied to some sort of a regional component. Collingwood just did an economic 
development strategy and their funding was dependent on working regionally 
with Wasaga Beach, Clearview and the Town of Blue Mountain. That’s how they 
got the funding. Regionalism is the focus of that and how economic development 
agencies work collaboratively on projects and finding best practices and applying 
economic development analysis at a regional level. I think it’s the way of the 
future. I think that as funding becomes more of a challenge, there’s going to be 
more of a push for that (PRED, 2).  
Despite the advantages of collaborations, practitioners noted that collaboration 
can be challenging. Indeed, such challenges can make collaboration extremely difficult, 
and occasionally impossible, for municipalities, particularly those of different sizes. 
Table 4.6 lists sample challenges mentioned by practitioners.  
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Table 4.6 Summary of challenges associated with collaborative efforts  
 Demonstrating physical results to collaborative partners  
 Duplication of efforts—especially common in situations whereby municipalities are 
involved in more than one cooperative project  
 Differences in economic development priorities among municipalities 
 Inability of cooperative efforts to generate quick tangible results  
 Bureaucracy  
 Differential tax rates system  
 Fragmented nature of urban municipal system 
 
As noted in section 4.2.4, one of the most common ways by which municipalities 
try to tap into the global economy is by pooling resources to create and support a 
common economic development organization. Although this is a popular collaborative 
marketing mechanism for regions, it also creates challenges. When participation in the 
organization requires a financial contribution, members strongly expect the organization 
to show tangible results commensurate with their financial sacrifice. As a result, some 
practitioners questioned the value of the organizations, especially if they don’t produce 
tangible results, as demonstrated in the comment below. 
I have counterparts in parts of the Greater Toronto Marketing Alliance (GTMA) 
that have not seen a lead from the GTMA in the 5 or 6 years that they’ve been a 
part of it; they’re paying $100,000 a year to be a part of it. Is it effective? I mean, 
I think it is the way to go. But has it been effective? I don’t know (PLED, MM, 
5).  
The fragmented nature of the municipal system also creates challenges, as on 
practitioner explained: 
The issue in our region on any file is fragmentation whether it’s a social issue or 
an economic issue. There are hundreds of players out there who are all well 
intended and all trying and doing good things, but doing it on a very ad hoc basis. 
So trying to get to critical mass is difficult because many times everybody wants 
to do what they’re doing, the way they’re doing it, so getting critical mass is 
difficult. It’s also true and most visible at a municipal level. The thing that other 
global cities and countries do much better than we do is this collaboration part. 
Within the GTA with 25 municipalities, we don’t work very well together (PLED, 
LM, 12).  
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The increasingly outdated tax system of Canada and, more specifically, Ontario 
has frequently posed a challenge to municipalities’ abilities to collaborate. Practitioners 
noted that property tax rates vary from municipality to municipality depending on the 
size and the economic viabilities of municipalities, and collaborations between 
municipalities of different tax rates reduce the powers and authorities of practitioners 
within their jurisdictions. As such, many municipalities of different sizes are not willing 
to collaborate because taxes are their main source of revenue. In some cases, some 
municipal members are charged a higher tax rate to shore up collaborative activities. In 
the comment below, a participant from a mid-sized municipality expressed concern about 
the outmoded tax system: 
The biggest barrier to regional cooperation is the tax system. The tax system is 
out of date; the property taxes are not doing what they were suppose to do, there 
has never been a major tax reform and that has been one of the biggest 
determinants in my mind and no one has been able to solve it (PLED, MM, 9).  
Finally, practitioners from different municipalities may not be willing to 
collaborate due to mistrust among practitioners about other municipalities. On the whole, 
some officials stressed the importance of balancing the prospects of collaboration with 
the interests of individual municipalities. As one practitioner admonished, 
Working together always will produce better results but it’s still important to 
ensure that you’re taking care of yourself locally as well. There’s a balance 
between the two is what I find (PLED, SM, 14).  
4.4.4 No Man Is an Island – Clusters are critical to municipalities’ survival  
One consistent policy prescription of recent years relates to using a cluster 
approach to improve economic development. Indeed, policymakers, academic 
researchers, and government departments have embraced the cluster approach. For 
example, the Ontario Ministry of Economic Development and Innovation currently has 
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the cluster approach as one of its core economic development themes. The key argument 
for the cluster approach is that regional clusters of related industries, and not individual 
companies or single industries, are the source of jobs, income, and economic growth 
(Porter, 1990; Waits, 2000). A key question, however, is whether local professionals 
share this perspective.  
Practitioners appeared to strongly support the cluster approach to ensure 
economic development and municipal competitiveness. For instance, consistent with the 
argument to diversify the economic base, as outlined in section 4.2.1, officials 
acknowledged the risk associated with attracting and depending on a single, big 
corporation. As one official stated, “If the ‘gorilla’ goes away, it’s a big impact.” Another 
practitioner said, “You’re always better off putting your eggs in a bunch of baskets, than 
just one big employer” (PRED, 1). Practitioners argued that competitive cluster formation 
leads to economic diversification of municipalities. In light of the adverse economic 
impact posed by recent economic changes to municipalities, one participant explained 
that a cluster approach 
…distributes the risk and that’s definitely a good thing. In terms of clusters of 
competitive industries, it’s good to have a variety of sectors. I think that’s one 
reason why [our municipality] has weathered the recession so well. We’re not 
dependent on one sector, so if one is not doing well, the others compensate 
(PLED, MM, 8).  
The cluster approach provides other benefits within the larger scheme of their 
activities, as listed in Table 4.7. 
Table 4.7 Summary of views about the benefits of clusters as an economic 
development strategy  
 Increase competitiveness through a complex organization network  
 Diversify regional economies  
 Ensure innovative behaviour  
 Ensure sustainable municipal development  
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Regarding the abilities of a cluster approach to improve economic policy, most 
officials believed that the approach provides municipalities with an opportunity to gain a 
competitive advantage through the complex organizational networks that are established. 
This idea is reflected in the remarks below. 
If you have a network of organizations all working together harmoniously, its 
strength is in the numbers rather than a standalone business. As well as being 
closer to your suppliers [and] being closer to your end market place, it also leads 
to the sharing in resources. It just makes you a stronger organization overall rather 
than a standalone business (PLED, SM, 1). 
We’ve got our independent solar companies in the region, working together as a 
cluster to the outside world and it just makes sense that this is a good place to do 
business. That’s how we have been able to attract some of the companies that 
have come into the area (PLED, MM, 2).  
Equally, practitioners believed that cluster development provided opportunities 
for municipalities and businesses to engage in meaningful and innovative activities. As 
they explained, clusters provide an avenue for like-minded individuals to confer with and 
plan for the future, producing creative ideas that can be commercialized to increase the 
competitiveness of municipalities. The officials contended this is important because 
municipalities in North America can no longer compete on certain factors of production, 
such as cheap land and labour. 
As the integration of clusters proceeds it is possible for cross disciplines like 
science and Maths to come together and that is where the new innovation is. And 
the only way that this community succeeds is on the research and development 
and new innovation. For example, if you take computer engineering and you 
blend that with bio informatics that is where the new innovation happens. And I 
will say that should stand for most of Ontario and Canada because we cannot 
compete on the dollar, we cannot compete on cheap land. International companies 
will go to where the cheapest labour is and we simply cannot compete in that 
world anymore (PLED, MM, 15). 
Although the practitioners generally had strong support for the cluster approach, 
some officials were unsure about the mechanics of the approach, specifically the 
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procedure for creating a geographic cluster, how a cluster works in practice, and what 
constitute a successful cluster. As well, while some officials faced the challenge of 
bringing potential cluster businesses together to derive benefits, others were trapped in 
debates as to whether clusters should be organically or artificially developed. In the 
following statement, an official from a small municipality expressed anxieties about the 
challenges of clusters:  
We’ve been encouraging cluster development but it’s easier said than done. My 
biggest struggle has been getting the businesses to realize that there is a cluster 
around them. Because they’re so busy just doing their thing that it’s been hard to 
get them together, to get them in a room and say we’ve identified this as a cluster, 
what can we do to help this cluster grow? Until they recognize and come to the 
table, we’re not going to get the information we need to necessarily help them 
(PLED, SM, 7).  
Another practitioner shared a similar sentiment: 
The challenge is getting them to talk to each other because although for some 
reason clusters are formed and I think in some way organically, that the right 
circumstances are there; obviously the distance, the right commodity, the right 
labour force but for some reason, clusters are stuck here because anytime we try 
to formalize the cluster it does not work. My challenge is how do you get them to 
work, how do you impact the cluster, how do you grow the cluster? You do need 
clusters because they are formed for a reason. So that is the challenge and I like 
the bunch rather than one big one. The question is I do not know the secret to 
creating a cluster and when you do reading on it some people say you could create 
a cluster and some people say you cannot but you do need those clusters because 
they are formed for a reason. It just sometimes happens to me like let us create 
them, they have got to happen rather than occur organically (PLED, SM, 10). 
Some officials, however, argued that the issue was not whether to have a single 
giant corporation or a mix of geographically related industries (i.e., a cluster), as neither 
approaches is ‘bullet proof’. Instead, such officials argued for a blend of both approaches, 
which, they claimed, could co-exist without compromising the positions of municipalities 
to achieve competitiveness and economic development. To these officials, clusters and 
big corporations are integrated by promoting spin-off businesses from big corporations to 
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further enhance the competitiveness of clusters in municipalities, as indicated below: 
If you’ve got the one big plant and something happens in the economy-which it 
will at some point in time-then there is nowhere to go and everybody has to leave 
town. Whereas when you have a cluster of interrelated things then it allows and 
provides this resiliency where you can go down in one area and pop up in another. 
If you started with one large firm, what you try to create is this new firm 
formation. Kitchener and Waterloo have created this; lots of people who have 
started their work at RIM have left RIM to start their own private company, that’s 
what’s good for the overall economy. RIM might have a problem replacing 
people but if you’re looking after the urban area, or Kitchener-Waterloo 
region/city, having 100 smaller firms (and you like to have one big anchor firm 
too) is much better than having the one big player (PLED, LM, 12). 
4.5 Conclusion  
 
The purposes of this study were to (1) determine the extent which economic 
development approaches have evolved over the years; (2) explore some of the recent 
practical initiatives, if any, being adopted by municipalities; and (3) determine how 
practitioners perceive some recent arguments about economic development policy.  
Overall, economic development approaches have, indeed, evolved substantially. The 
evolution cannot be attributed to a single factor; although global forces have played a key 
role, local factors cannot be under estimated. As a result of these forces, economic 
development practitioners are pursuing a mix of economic development policies, with 
levels of emphasis varied by municipal size, resourcefulness, and characteristics. Finally, 
arguments about economic development policy are not always consistent with 
practitioners’ views. Although the practitioners aligned their practices to some 
arguments, they dismissed or rebutted others. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
5.1 Introduction 
The main goal of this these is was to determine whether, and how, economic 
development policies have evolved over the years in light of the global changes. 
Specifically, the research sought to 
1. Explore the perceptions of economic development practitioners about their recent 
approaches vis-à-vis the changing global economy; 
2. Ascertain the kinds of economic development strategies being pursued in the 
emerging global economy; and 
3. Gauge the perceptions of economic development practitioners about academic 
observers’ and policy evaluators’ rhetoric and policy prescriptions;  
In line with the above objectives, this final chapter is categorized into six major 
sections: the first summarises the key findings; the second discusses and compares 
approaches among the three municipalities; the third examines key issues about the 
emerging knowledge-based economy; the fourth puts scholars’ rhetoric into perspective; 
and the fifth and six highlight contributions of the research and concluding remarks, 
respectively, as well as the direction for future research.  
5.2 Economic Development Approaches in the Emerging Global Economy: change 
and continuity  
 
To summarise chapters 1 and 2, academic observers and policy evaluators of 
various backgrounds have, for the past two decades, strongly advocated for restructuring 
economic development policies in light of recent global changes and realities. Indeed, 
they have argued relentlessly, and at times persuasively, that only those municipalities 
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taking a new path have a chance to succeed in the emerging global economy (e.g., Waits, 
Kaballey, & Heffernon, 1992; Rondinelli et al., 1998; Atkinson & Gottlieb, 2001; 
Blakely, 2001; Rondinelli, 2001; Kresl & Singh, 2012). The results described in chapter 4 
show that there have been both changes and continuity in recent economic development 
approaches. 
5.2.1  Changes in Economic Development Approaches  
 Consistent with the arguments of scholars and commentators, this study has 
revealed that several components of recent economic development approaches have been 
rethought and that new approaches are being pursued. Practitioners identified several new 
trends, such as a significant shift from smokestack chasing, emphasis on diversifying the 
local economic base, emphasis on innovation and competitiveness, strong focus on 
community development, renewed stress on economic gardening, and targeting-focusing 
on core strengths. These are significant transitions for many municipalities, which 
previously were exclusively concerned about recruiting large firms from outside their 
local economies. As indicated in chapter 4, local officials believed that changes are 
crucial to ensure economic sustainability, enhance the competitiveness of municipalities, 
and adapt to the emerging global environment, as shown in figure 5.1. The practitioners’ 
views about economic development are being translated into policymaking.  
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Figure 5.1: Summary of various strategies employed for competitiveness in the emerging 
global economy 
 
Indeed, a critical review of the most recent policy documents of municipalities 
across Ontario showed that the perspectives shared by the economic developers are not 
only theoretical but also equally recognized in policy documents. For instance, the policy 
document of Mississauga states that “cities that rely too heavily on a single industry are 
most susceptible to decline as a result of market fluctuations and downturns” 
(Mississauga, 2010 p. 19). Against this backdrop, many municipalities are trying to 
diversify their local economic bases. As the policy document of Bradford West 
Gwillimbury, a small municipality, states, “Opportunities have been realized by 
diversifying our economic [as well as] agricultural bases, and by promoting a 
comprehensive tourism strategy” (Bradford West Gwillimbury, 2008, p. 6). Similarly, the 
key strategic goal of the City of Waterloo, as noted in its policy document, is to promote 
“a diverse and dynamic economy, characterized by assets including a world-class 
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university system, a solid financial service sector based on insurance, and a global centre 
of the technology industry” (Waterloo, 2008, p. 6). Additionally, community 
development, a new approach that practitioners repeatedly mentioned, is strongly gaining 
currency in practical policy. The City of Sudbury’s policy document notes that 
“Community development has become a necessary foundation to attract the investment 
and human capital required to compete with other cities in the global marketplace” 
(Sudbury, 2008, p. 181).  
In some respects, recent policies and practices confirm assertions about the 
influence of global forces on economic development (Rondinelli et al., 1998; Blakely, 
2001; Porter, 2008; Kresl & Singh, 2012). Practitioners acknowledged that economic 
development had become more complex as a result of the influence of global economic 
changes, thus requiring the adoption of new approaches. In other words, a ‘business as 
usual’ approach or a municipality’s inability to respond appropriately, sufficiently and 
timely with new approaches could pose significant challenges to that particular locality. 
This is especially true for municipalities in North America because of the intense 
competition from unexpected low-cost countries, making it extremely difficult for them 
to compete favourably for development (Powell & Snellmann, 2004; Mathews, 2009).  
National and local forces are also affecting policy directions at the municipal 
level. The economic restructuring in Ontario in the 1990s and 2000s (Wolfe & Gertler, 
2001), coupled with the downloading of formerly provincial responsibilities on 
municipalities (Sancton, 2006) and the integration of neoliberal reform policies into 
municipal agendas for development (Keil & Kipfer, 2003; Walks, 2011), posed 
challenges to economic development and forced municipalities to operate within a 
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constrained financial environment. Consequently, the municipalities are compelled to 
cope with these challenges by adopting creative policies (Reese & Sands, 2007; Arku, 
2012b).  
Recent policies are generally less expensive to implement than traditional 
recruitment techniques. Some of the recent strategies have pushed activities into public-
private partnerships, lowering overall municipal budgets. Other strategies are designed to 
align with global trends, including those relating to innovation, competitiveness, and 
quality-of-life policies. Most of these policies are prescriptions offered by academic 
critics and policy evaluators, which suggests that their arguments have been somewhat 
persuasive. For instance, the ‘creative class’, or ‘creative capital’, model has become a 
buzzword in most municipalities. As part of this model, municipalities are relying on 
creativity for their economic well-being and are promoting their environments to suit the 
needs of the so-called creative individuals. They are also emphasizing the development of 
creative industries, as captured in the City of Hamilton’s recent economic development 
policy document, which states “The Economic Development Office has identified 
creative industries as one of its focus clusters” (City of Hamilton, 2010, p. 90). Thus, the 
adoption of these strategies shows a policy shift from supply-side to demand-side 
strategies, although not in all areas of economic developing policy-making.        
5.2.2 Elements of Continuity: ‘Some things never change’  
Despite recent changes in practical policies, the findings of this study also 
indicate that some elements of economic development have remained the same, most 
notably the goals of economic development, emphasis on industries, and importance 
attached to physical infrastructure and incentives.  
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As noted in chapter 4, economic development goals have remained the same 
despite recent trends in economic development policies. The goals have predominantly 
been job generation and wealth creation. All municipalities across Ontario continue to 
emphasize activities that yield local jobs and ensure the wealth of municipalities. The 
practitioners perceived job creation and retention as a way to retain young people. They 
also regarded as healthy and competitive those municipalities that are able to provide job 
opportunities for residents and to generate sufficient revenues by promoting and 
sustaining municipally-created wealth. Jobs also have political significance as the 
employment rate is a yardstick for measuring the performance of political or public 
figures (cf. Beyle, 1996). For instance, for a municipality like Windsor with the highest 
unemployment rate in Canada (Windsor, 2011, p. 38), the immediate task of any political 
figure in Windsor is to create jobs for the large number of unemployed residents and to 
increase the wealth of the municipality, as a way to gain confidence and public mandate 
as well as to retain public positions. Politicians take pride in job creation as it gives them 
good public image. One local official underscored this point during the interviews by 
stating that “ribbon cutting is very sexy, very fun, for them [politicians], it gets news 
headlines, they like it.” However, the obsession with job creation contrasts with Blakely’s 
advice to economic developers regarding the “role of government … [as an] attractor of 
people rather than an attractor of firms” (2001, p. 141).  
Equating job creation with successful economic development could have a 
number of implications. One implication is that manufacturing activities will continue to 
be a central element of economic development schemes, as manufacturing is perceived to 
create jobs quickly. Thus, it was not a surprise that practitioners dismissed outright any 
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claims about factories being outmoded model or being political and environmental 
liabilities. For instance, despite the recent challenges with manufacturing, the City of 
Cambridge still strongly focuses on “building upon retention programs that seek to 
safeguard its existing and traditional manufacturing” (Cambridge, 2008, p. 2). Similarly, 
smaller municipalities such as Collingwood, is also encouraging “the expansion of the 
traditional manufacturing sector so as to ensure a strong tax base and industrial 
employment” (Collingwood, 2011, p. 118). 
For municipalities that focus on manufacturing activities, their avowed aim is to 
achieve the economic development goals with opportunities for individuals to access jobs 
and municipalities to expand their revenue bases. Municipalities have this focus because 
their revenue bases, to a very large extent, determine their competitiveness and the types 
of initiatives on which they can embark. As a result, some municipalities are more 
interested in attaining economic development goals, although many of the strategies 
targeting all factories may only be temporary solutions to municipalities’ economic 
problems. The attraction of all types of factories could solve municipalities’ immediate 
economic needs, but the question repeatedly posed is whether municipalities with these 
strategies could remain competitive in the emerging global environment.  
Another implication of equating job creation with successful economic 
development is that heavy emphasis on job creation will create obstacles to attaining 
cooperative attitudes among municipalities. That is, municipalities will continue to 
engage in competitive practices to attract and retain the most jobs, confirming Gordon’s 
(2007, p. 60) description of economic development as a “competitive task assigned to 
local government.” Practitioners generally had positive views of regional approaches to 
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economic development in the emerging global economy, but such views may waver 
when practitioners and politicians are desperate to show tangible results of the task 
assigned to them-create jobs.   
5.2.3 Areas of Economic Development Emphasis Vary by Size of Municipality  
Although several economic development approaches have emerged during recent decades 
to replace the recruitment model prevalent in municipalities in Ontario, these approaches 
vary among the municipalities. Differences in influence of global forces and resource 
capabilities, including physical, financial, and human resources, among municipalities 
have meant that localities are not able to respond to global economic changes with the 
same tools or at the same geographic and economic scales. As a result, municipalities 
have differing responses to global economic changes, although their responses 
occasionally appear to be the same (Tables 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3).  
Table 5.1 Summary of Current Key Economic Development Themes-small 
municipalities  
Municipality Areas of Emphasis or Approach 
Bradford 
West 
Gwillimbury 
Community development, servicing lands for industrial and commercial 
purposes, small business development, promoting tourism, festivals and 
events. 
Collingwood Emphasis on retaining and expanding businesses, tourism, finance, 
manufacturing and knowledge-based activities. 
Orillia Cluster development and filling industrial gaps, retention and expansion 
of businesses, and promoting the quality of municipality. 
Sarnia Investment attraction through business service programme, 
entrepreneurship, partnerships with local businesses. 
St. Marys  Downtown redevelopment, culture, food sector, local manufacturing 
activities, promoting quality-of-life attributes. 
Wasaga 
Beach 
Working more collaboratively, promoting tourism, marketing, 
communication initiatives. 
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In general, small municipalities with limited resources to embark on global 
business and talent recruitment were increasingly resorting to internal approaches, such 
as retention and expansion activities, to grow localities (Table 5.1). With already limited 
resources, recent cutbacks on municipal budgets and downloading of responsibilities on 
municipalities (Wolfson & Frisken, 2000; Sancton, 2006; Walks, 2009) have further 
compounded the economic positions of small municipalities and, to an extent, mid-sized 
municipalities, thus increasing focus on internal approaches, such as retention and 
expansion, as dominant ways to promote municipal competitiveness. For instance, 
strategic documents from the Sarnia-Lambton Business Development Centre (SLBDC, 
2012) assert the municipality promotes business retention and expansion activities by 
offering assistance for start-up processes, expansion, counselling, and financing.  
Despite the increasing focus on internal development approaches by small 
municipalities, such municipalities are still open to opportunities that could potentially 
emerge from external sources for development. As many local officials intimated, they 
would not refuse any external opportunities. Although many small municipalities tend to 
focus on local strategies for development, they also tend to be sufficiently flexible to 
occasionally allow for unexpected external opportunities that fall within their scope of 
economic development.  
Mid-sized municipalities also heavily pursue retention and expansion activities to 
maximize all opportunities for development (Table 5.2). Global dynamics have, to a very 
large extent, influenced the growing focus of mid-sized municipalities on retention and 
expansion as competitive strategies for sustainable development in the emerging 
economy. As the recently developed strategy document of Vaughan (2012, n.p.), a mid-
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sized municipality, states, “Our business expansion program, business seminars and 
strategic alliances are geared at helping local companies to grow their business [and] we 
also work closely with [small] companies that are physically expanding their facilities”. 
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Table 5.2 Summary of Current Key Economic Development Themes-mid-sized 
municipalities  
Municipalities  Areas of Emphasis or Approach 
Cambridge Global outreach, global marketing and investment, promoting local 
companies, manufacturing, ensuring strategic alliances, R & D, 
retaining and expanding small knowledge-based industries and green 
technology initiatives. 
Guelph Promoting life science biotech sector, new foreign direct investment, 
retention and expansion programmes, green technology, innovation, 
and education. 
Kitchener Education and research, entrepreneurship, quality-of-life strategies, 
greater partnership with the private sector. 
Richmond Hill Knowledge-based industries, quality-of-life attributes, targeted 
approach and cluster development, entrepreneurship, innovation. 
Sudbury Attracting investments, partnership with local companies, quality-of-
life strategies, entrepreneurship, education, innovation. 
Vaughan Promoting local economic opportunities, retention and expansion 
(economic gardening), quality-of-place initiative, marketing, 
collaboration. 
Waterloo Diversification, building capacity, community development, 
innovation, ICT, economic retention and business expansion, 
manufacturing, promoting quality-of life strategies, collaboration, 
partnerships, marketing, education. 
Windsor Community development, quality-of-life strategies, retention and 
expansion, green technology, education, manufacturing, innovation, 
collaboration, entrepreneurship. 
 
The focus on internal approaches is not limited to small and mid-sized 
municipalities. Interviews and policy documents of large municipalities also indicated 
that pursuing retention and expansion was a dominant approach for developing 
municipalities. For instance, the City of Toronto promotes retention and expansion 
activities (Table 5.3) by retaining and expanding the key industrial sectors of the 
economy and stimulating both competition and partnerships among these key sectors 
(Toronto Economic Development Policy, n.d.). Many large and, occasionally, mid-sized 
municipalities are able to integrate both internal opportunities and the international hunt 
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for talent to promote retention and expansion activities. The global hunt for talented 
entrepreneurs to strengthen retention and expansion activities is determined by 
municipalities’ resource capacities.  
Table 5.3 Summary of Current Key Economic Development Themes-large 
municipalities  
Municipality Areas of Emphasis or Approach 
Hamilton Corporate calling program through a targeted approach, electronic 
marketing, retention and expansion, collaboration, manufacturing, 
quality-of-life strategies, innovation clusters. 
Mississauga Foreign direct investment through a targeted approach, retention and 
expansion, promoting marketing initiatives, ensuring diversification, 
quality-of-life strategies (e.g. amenities), innovation, education. 
Toronto Attracting foreign firms, retaining and developing talents (creative 
class), diversifying and facilitating community development by being 
proactive and aggressive globally, ensuring creativity and collaboration. 
 
Although all municipalities are effectively engaged in retention and expansion 
activities, efforts vary, with smaller municipalities pursuing these activities more than the 
bigger municipalities. This varying degree supports the idea that resource constraints of 
smaller municipalities and, to a large extent, mid-sized municipalities compel such 
municipalities to focus on retention and expansion approaches and to design policies that 
prioritise internal approaches more than they do in larger municipalities. Resource 
capabilities enable larger municipalities to integrate both internal and external 
approaches, leading to less focus on retention and expansion in comparison with smaller 
municipalities.  
As stated earlier, the pursuit of international attractions typically remains the 
preserve of large municipalities and, to a lesser extent, mid-sized municipalities, although 
small municipalities are not restricted from engaging in international investment 
attractions. However, given the relative resource constraints of smaller municipalities, 
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only large municipalities and a few resource-endowed mid-sized municipalities are 
capable of embarking on global investment attractions for the competitive development 
of municipalities. Because global attractions require huge resource bases, many 
municipalities that strive to gain a global presence and attract foreign businesses and 
talent resort to targeted approaches as a way of growing ‘global cities’.  
5.3 Knowledge Economy: the way for the future?  
Consistent with the claims and recommendations of some scholars (e.g., Blakely, 
2001; Wolfe & Gertler, 2001; Florida, 2002, 2005; Harrison, Cooper, & Mason, 2004; 
Jessop, 2008), a major theme within the interviews and policy documents is an 
overarching emphasis on knowledge-based activities as a way to enhance competitive 
advantage, even among smaller municipalities. The 2010 policy document of Town of St 
Marys notes that “there is broad recognition that the drivers of growth in advanced 
knowledge-based economies are evolving away from goods-producing industries towards 
service-based sectors [and] this shift foregrounds the importance of a talented, creative 
labour force and innovative small and medium-sized businesses to the economic growth 
and prosperity of cities and regions” (p. 29-30). Similar language appears in the Town of 
Orillia’s 2008 policy document, which strongly emphasizes a knowledge-based economy 
as the future economic prosperity sector. Also, a recent strategy document of Richmond 
Hill (2011) states, “almost half of the labour force in Richmond Hill is employed in 
creative occupations, ranging from the arts to engineering to media [and] it is a fact that 
creative industries drive our local and regional economies”. In many localities during 
recent years, the application of knowledge to all facets of life and the production of goods 
and services has been fundamental for achieving competitiveness and development. In 
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the new knowledge-based economy, local officials are increasingly focusing on new 
issues, utilizing new tools, and realizing new types of results.  
To derive maximum benefits from the knowledge-based economy, many 
municipalities are channeling their development efforts towards the creation of 
knowledge-based economies, albeit in different ways. A wide range of strategies are 
being emphasized, including upgrade of labour force skill sets, literacy services, quality 
education, partnerships between higher level educational institutions and business 
organizations, and development of advanced technologies. Some municipalities (e.g., 
City of Hamilton) have launched a ‘school-to-work transition program’ aimed at 
preparing the workforce of tomorrow. These low-cost-bearing initiatives of promoting 
the knowledge-based economy tend to fit well within municipalities’ frameworks for 
competitive advantage and development. 
Along with the above strategies, some municipalities are heavily involved in the 
provision of science parks for research purposes, as well as incubator facilities for 
business activities. Other municipalities, such as Mississauga, Waterloo, and Bradford 
West Gwillimbury, as identified in this study, have been promoting the establishment or 
upgrade of clusters in view of their potentials for ensuring economic health. Equally, 
quality-of-life strategies are also seen as important ways to achieve a knowledge-based 
economy, and municipalities are heavily investing in such amenities as community 
centres, museums, theatres, art galleries, and leisure facilities. Investments in the quality-
of-life strategies reinforce the dominant position that talent and competitive businesses 
will flow to places with a suitable quality of life (Florida, 2002; Reese & Ye, 2011; 
Dirks, Gurdgiev, & Keeling, 2012). Such view is captured in St. Marys’ policy 
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document, which notes that “whereas a traditional approach to investment attraction was 
primarily a function of a jurisdictional cost/benefit package centred on taxes, land 
development costs, and linkages to markets, growth in the new economy emphasizes the 
quality of place attributes that attract people, which in turn drive growth” (2010, p. 30). 
In general, municipalities embracing the knowledge-based economy perceive that 
the knowledge-based economy offers a potential to use municipal resources in 
sustainable ways. As Blakely (2001, p 140) stated, “This is the first time in history that 
we can create resources for all people without compromising the environment or 
economic opportunities for anyone”. As a result of the ability of localities to apply 
knowledge to many municipally-based initiatives, such municipalities are not only able to 
gain competitive success for economic advancement but also able to efficiently use 
resources in very sustainable ways. 
While many municipalities have joined the bandwagon of designing and 
implementing knowledge-based policies as a way of promoting their localities, it remains 
unclear whether every municipality (particularly municipalities without higher 
institutions of learning) can effectively promote the knowledge-based economy in the 
emerging global environment. In other words, can all municipalities be successful? An 
official from a small municipality echoed the challenge of promoting knowledge-based 
activities as follows 
That type of approach doesn’t work everywhere and the simple reason is that you 
have to have the capacity to do it, you have to have the infrastructure to support it, 
and you have to be a large enough player for that to make sense (PLED, SM, 1). 
5.4 Influence of Rhetoric on Economic Development Policies: reality check 
 
This thesis started with a discussion of rhetoric and policy prescriptions of 
academic observers and evaluators as the background, so it is instructive to return and 
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pay closer attention to them. One of the more intriguing facts to emerge from the 
interviews and policy documents is that significant elements of economic development 
approaches and policies have evolved substantially. The question, though, is how they 
can be explained.  
As stated earlier, forces operating at the global level alongside national and local 
conditions have played key roles in the change. The challenges associated with global 
economic changes suggest that municipalities have little options other than to retool their 
economies by focusing on policies that are suitable for the emerging characteristics of the 
global economic climate. Yet it is equally important to note that academic observers, 
commentators, and policy evaluators have, to some extent, led the thinking on economic 
development policies; their prescriptions have been pervasive. In fact, in most large, mid-
sized and small municipalities, recent economic development documents are espousing 
the ideas of critics. For example, in its 2011-2015 policy document, the City of Kitchener 
specifically acknowledged the influence of urban theorists and scholars like Richard 
Florida and Michael Porter in its policy formulation (p. 3). Likely, the City of Hamilton’s 
2010 policy document allies itself with Richard Florida’s work on the urban factors that 
ensure competitiveness, noting, “here in Hamilton, the connection between culture, urban 
quality of life and prosperity is being drawn in many ways” (p. 90).  
Indeed, across Ontario and beyond, local officials are enthusiastically embracing 
key recommendations-focusing on urban amenities, quality of life, culture, talents, 
knowledge-based and creative industries, innovation, clustering, and so on. In most 
policy documents, the rhetoric of the academic observers and policy evaluators is 
copious, suggesting a major influence in the direction being pursued. Overall, the 
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expectation is that the implementation of these strategies will not only enhance the 
economic health of municipalities but will also ensure their competitiveness. To be sure, 
critics’ rhetoric and policy recommendations are well considered and have some merits, 
especially in light of the emerging global economy. For instance, it is hard to say that 
economic development policy focused on knowledge-based activities as a source of 
economic vitality is completely without merit, as was suggested by Blakely (2001, p. 
139), who noted that “cities have to become involved in the development of knowledge 
as the key resource for economic expansion.” 
Equally, the tone and nature of some rhetoric, the content of recommended 
strategies, and their design have inherent difficulties. The arguments and 
recommendations are rooted in the expectation that all municipalities can be winners 
once they reform their policies and programs. Jamie Peck, who has struggled with the 
idea of a ‘creative class’, concluded by describing the tenets in the model as a “self-
evident myth that every person and every place can be creative winners” (2005, p. 767). 
Presently, the hopes of most municipalities are pinned on an increasingly standardized 
model of how municipalities must and should be promoted economically. Incidentally, 
the realities of the economic development process suggest that such expectations and 
presuppositions can be false and practically problematic. Unfortunately, the suggested 
strategies have become clichés in their right, with some municipalities joining the 
bandwagon of implementing them without critical reflection.  
Additionally, critics have ignored a number of critical considerations in the circles 
of economic development policy-making, particularly local conditions that somewhat 
determine types and directions of economic development policy. Local environments 
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remain distinctively different, and it is problematic to assume that they can all pursue the 
same doctrines and expect to achieve the same results. For instance, all municipalities 
may not have equal opportunities to become successful promoters of quality-of-life 
strategies-with the hope to attract the ‘hip’ group of workers. As a practitioner rightly 
noted, “we would never become Las Vegas”. The unique environment, including the 
asset base of municipalities, is crucially important to determining the content of 
economic development policy. As Peck (2005) and Asheim & Hansen (2009) noted, the 
idea that all municipalities can be equally successful with quality-of-life strategies is 
naïve. Already, signs indicate that suggested recommendations are promoting inequality, 
social elitism, and poor investment decisions in some municipalities (Scott, 2006; Sands 
& Reese, 2008). 
Another issue with the rhetoric and prescriptions is that they appear to suggest a 
catch-all solution to economic development problems irrespective of the sizes and goals 
of the municipalities. In reality, municipalities have their own set of objectives as to how 
they want to grow economically. For example, a municipality that attracts a call center 
with hundreds of jobs is not necessarily less important than another municipality that 
invests heavily in the creation of a science and research park. Thus, the aspiration of 
municipalities is also a determinant of the economic development process, although it 
appears somewhat ignored in the call for a shift in approaches. As Sands & Reese (2008, 
p. 20) rightly counselled, “One must remember that a one-size approach is unlikely to fit 
all. All communities do not have the same ambitions, do not want to become the same 
when they grow up, and do not define economic development success in the same way.” 
The final point relates to the unprecedented integration of economies into a global 
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market place and how such integration affects municipalities’ economic development 
approaches. Certainly, recent global pressures suggest that practitioners have little control 
over some of the approaches they adopt; some municipalities have become passive 
recipients of the kind of policies they pursue. This means that the pursuit of economic 
development can vary from place to place depending on the scales of influence of global 
circumstances. Such global dynamics tend to put into question some of the simple and 
standardized urban formulas that have been offered to municipalities.  
Not all municipalities are completely adopting the ‘new’ economic doctrines. In 
fact, during the interviews, a minority of practitioners were critical of some of the 
generalized economic development doctrines. For instance, in recounting the challenge of 
joining the ‘bandwagon’ for the creative class model, a local practitioner commented that 
the unskilled labour sector is equally important for the growth of the local economy, 
perhaps on the scale of skilled labour. The practitioner noted that:  
People seem to get pretty excited about the creative class and that is where 
everybody seems to be going. That should not be the case. I have got 2 kids at 
home, one pretty smart kid. He will probably end up in the computer industry. I 
have got another one, he has absolutely no interest and he’d just be happy to put a 
muffler on a car in a garage (PLED, MM, 04). 
As noted in Chapter 4, some practitioners were critical about some of the 
arguments relating to manufacturing, investment in physical infrastructure, and the use of 
financial incentives in economic development policy. In some sense, these disagreements 
seem to suggest differences between theory and practice. Not only do local officials 
perceive these as important in the promotion of their municipalities, but also they pointed 
out that some pronouncements are disingenuous about the reality of the economic 
development process. Specifically, they noted that recent progressive developments with 
factory activities have led to advanced manufacturing activities. Advances in technology 
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have permitted innovative ideas in manufacturing and efficiencies in operations and 
business performances. Thus, despite the arguments, the practitioners’ perspectives 
suggest that manufacturing activities will continue to occupy a central element of 
economic development strategies.     
5.5 Contributions of the Research 
As outlined in chapters 1 and 2, global economic changes are occurring and have 
simultaneously presented both opportunities and challenges for community development. 
Although economic development has always been a dynamic field, the influence of 
global economic changes, academic scholars, and policy evaluators has further 
aggravated this field, leading to numerous development approaches being deployed by 
municipalities across Ontario. As the strategy document of Cambridge indicates,  
While it may be difficult for most municipalities to impact global economic 
trends, they must strive to ride the waves of change rather than be swept away by 
those same shifting currents (Cambridge, 2008, p. 1).  
Policy, therefore, has a fundamental role to play in ensuring the competitiveness 
of municipalities and regions because economic development is guided by policy. 
5.5.1 Policy Implications and Recommendation 
  It emerged from this study that trends and changes have been associated with 
economic development policy. These trends have dramatically been from industrial 
recruitment through to retention and expansion policies. Recently, however, policy has 
become more sophisticated and incorporates various approaches such as diversification, 
entrepreneurship as new ways of promoting competitiveness. It is therefore imperative 
for policymakers to be abreast with these changing trends in order to appropriately 
position their municipalities for economic advancement through the use of appropriate 
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policies. This is because while the influence of global economic changes on 
municipalities is associated with opportunities and challenges, it is only when 
municipalities are better positioned that they are able implement appropriate programs to 
deal with global forces. In so doing, local officials are able to achieve competitiveness 
and economic progress in the emerging global environment.  
The knowledge-based economy, as touted by many scholars like Jessops, (2008) 
as well as Blakely & Leigh, (2010) has become one of the new ways of gaining 
competitive advantage. However, policymakers are urged to be more focused on the 
direct key drivers of competitiveness for the various municipalities rather than the 
obsessive promotion of the knowledge-based economy. In fact, the knowledge-based 
economy should only be promoted where the chances of gaining competitive advantages 
for municipalities are existent because not all municipalities are capable of achieving 
competitiveness through the promotion of the knowledge economy. Municipalities are 
therefore encouraged to implement both short and long-term measures that are tailored 
towards progressive economic development. As a short term measure, municipalities are 
entreated to identify core strengths and opportunities that can be maximized for 
development. For the long term solution to development, municipalities will need to 
upgrade the skills set of their residents in various trades and professions coupled with the 
provision of requisite infrastructure as a way of ensuring competitiveness.   
It has been noticed that many municipalities are increasingly appreciating the 
numeric strengths of regional collaborations and are engaging in collaborations, however, 
more participation is still needed to ensure that municipalities derive maximum benefits 
from regional collaborative networks. As the research participants indicated, 
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municipalities that continue to perceive or pursue development individually are likely to 
face more challenges than municipalities that engage in regional collaborations. This is 
because regional collaborations are not only capable of weathering the adverse effects of 
global economic changes on municipalities through appropriate responses, but such 
collaborations have also been established to provide an avenue for localities and 
businesses within member municipalities to leverage their opportunities and challenges. 
Also, the findings indicate that regional collaborations can enable member municipalities 
to engage in more interactions among various cluster initiatives and such interactions 
have the advantage of increasing competitiveness and sustainable development of 
municipalities.  
While collaboration has many benefits for development, including a global 
presence with less cost for participating municipalities, such an initiative could still be 
fraught with challenges because of the long standing tradition of economic development. 
Economic development over the years has been associated with a competitive spirit in 
which municipalities compete fiercely against each other to win the numbers game 
(Gordon, 2009) and also ensure political fortunes for public officials. Policy should hence 
be used to advance collaborative spirits by supporting and rewarding all initiatives that 
focus on bringing municipalities together for the attainment common development 
objectives.  
The case studies also show that many municipalities continue to depend on 
infrastructure as well as various incentives to develop and more diverse roles played by 
both provincial and federal governments could enhance the economic well-being of many 
municipalities. While some municipalities are already benefitting from Community 
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Improvement Programs (CIPs) more support will still be needed by ailing municipalities. 
Such municipalities could be incentivized by provincial and federal governments to 
ensure that economic development goals are attained. For instance, municipalities that are 
frequently challenged in their efforts to ensure competitiveness could be provided with 
various incentives packages until they are capable of pursuing development 
independently or until such municipalities are capable of actively engaging in regional 
collaborations in very competitive ways.  
Also, monitoring and evaluation of municipal and regional performances could be 
carried out on yearly basis or at reasonable intervals with awards going to outstanding 
municipalities and remedies sought for economically weak municipalities and regions. 
Further, provincial and federal governments could make funds readily available to 
regional collaborations that are able to advance very creative development proposals. By 
being creative in supporting municipalities and regions as well as instituting effective tax 
systems, provincial and federal governments could ensure increasing levels of regional 
co-operations, competitiveness and the attainment of economic success for various 
regional networks in Ontario. 
5.5.2 Academic Contributions  
Very little attention, if any, has been given to the economic development 
practitioners’ perspectives on the evolution of their approaches. This study adds to the 
existing body of literature by filling the gap and by basing the discourse on economic 
development in the following ways. 
First, through interviews with economic development practitioners and a review 
of policy documents, this study adds to the understanding of the perceptions of local 
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officials on whether, and how, economic development approaches have evolved. 
Practitioners matter because they are tasked with the responsibility of practical economic 
development policy making. This study has shown that several trends have emerged in 
municipal economic development across Ontario.  
 Second, although studies have typically focused on the dynamic process of 
economic development, very little attention has been paid to the actual approaches to 
ensure competitiveness of municipalities. This study contributes to knowledge by 
providing a comprehensive account of the varied themes and approaches used by 
municipalities to ensure economic well-being. In part, the challenge of global economic 
changes has accounted for the myriad approaches to ensure competiveness and 
development. The dominant economic development approaches are increasingly shifting 
from traditional themes to more sophisticated modes, which include entrepreneurial 
activities and reliance on the knowledge-based economy as new ways of gaining 
competitiveness. 
 Third, few studies have substantially consolidated practical policies of 
municipalities. More specifically, few or no studies have sought to undertake a 
comparative analysis of various municipalities (large, medium, and small) as 
accomplished in this research. This comparison between municipalities was conducted 
with the view of not only deepening understanding of the existing body of knowledge but 
also broadening the scope and application of economic development discourse. Although 
the study focuses on a relatively small number of municipalities, the variety of 
municipalities involved makes the findings widely applicable to several other 
municipalities. 
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Fourth and finally, this study contributes to the existing literature by comparing 
the arguments of academic observers and policy evaluators with those of policymakers. 
As illustrated in section 5.4 above, competitiveness and economic development for many 
municipalities can only be attained by balancing the perceptions of practitioners with the 
arguments and prescriptions of academic scholars and policy evaluators.  
5.6 Concluding Remarks  
This research study examined the perceptions of local economic development 
practitioners and the various approaches they use to ensure the growth and 
competitiveness of their municipalities. The research findings indicate that global 
economic changes have prompted new trends in economic development policies. It is 
vital for practitioners to be attuned with recent changes and to adapt their approaches 
where appropriate. The influence of the local environment, including specific assets of 
municipalities, cannot be and should not be under-estimated in policy formulation. As 
such, the catch-all policy solutions espoused by some critics should not be accepted 
without consideration. The factors that shape economic development are complex, and a 
standardized model may not be suitable for all municipalities. 
5.6.1  Direction for Future Research 
Based on the study findings and the need for continuous examination of economic 
development, given its evolving nature, future research should empirically measure key 
themes vis-à-vis development and competitiveness of municipalities. As well, the 
political landscape should be analyzed to gauge whether, and how, it influences the 
adoption of specific economic development strategies. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix A: Letter of Invitation 
 
 
 
Dear...... 
I am Maxwell Taabazuing, a master’s student working under the supervision of Dr 
Godwin Arku, of the Department of Geography, at the University of Western Ontario. I 
am currently embarking on a study that focuses on economic development strategies of 
Ontario cities and would like to invite you to participate in this study.  The fundamental 
purpose of this study is to determine the extent to which economic development practices 
have evolved over the past two decades. As the director or deputy director of the 
economic development department of your city, I would like to invite you to participate 
in the study, as this would go a long way to assist in updating scholarship on this topic.  
 
Kindly respond to this email by indicating your interest or otherwise in this study.  
 
Best regards  
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Appendix B: Interview Guide for City Officials 
 Overall has there been a change in the way you approach economic development 
over the past several years?  
 Probe: That is, from your experience what would you say is the main 
difference between the current task of economic development and those of 
say (the time you started this profession)? 
 How? Why? In what specific ways?    
 
 Have your economic development priorities changed over time?  
 Probe: How? Why? In what specific ways?    
 
 Do you think global forces and pressure have altered the way economic 
development is carried out currently? If yes, how? 
 
 Tell me about the broad themes of your economic development efforts in recent 
years.  
 Probe: Why focus on these themes?  
 
 Overall, what are some of the key goals of your economic development 
strategies? 
 
 Based on these themes and goals, what are the specific initiatives you have taken 
as part of your economic development efforts in recent years?  
 
 In what ways have you adjusted your economic development approach to global 
circumstances?  
 Probe: Would say your programs or initiatives are more nationally 
focussed or internationally oriented?  
 Probe: In what ways have you tried to be competitive (regionally, 
nationally and globally) 
 
 What are your thoughts on the role of municipalities in relation to attracting 
people vis-a-avis firms in the current global economy?   
 Probe: what is the relative importance of these two within the schemes of 
your economic development efforts? 
 Probe: there is the impression in some circles that factories – despite their 
past political appeal are now environmental and political liabilities. Do 
you share this view?  
 
 Many believe that in the current “knowledge economy”, approaches such as 
incentives and even physical infrastructure building as a tool of economic 
development are irrelevant. Rather, strategies that lead to creating strong 
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knowledge base are the most critical for successful economic development 
efforts. Do share this view?  
 Probe: If yes, has this view reflected in your city’s economic development 
approach in recent years?  
 
 Explore ideas from the academic literature 
 Collaborative partnerships of many municipalities are the way forward for 
an effective economic development in the current competitive global 
environment? Do you agree with this view? 
 Clusters of competitive industries linked together in a regional network are 
better than single big corporation. Do you share this view? 
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